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*Chapter 1*: Chapter 1 


How Heroes Are Made 
By Joker's Specter 


My entry for rounin's fanfic contest. This will be a 
multi-chapter fic consisting of a few chapters. | don't 
usually write stories like this, so hopefully this will 
be a good attempt. If anybody is interested in joining 
the contest, | believe you can find the rules in 
rounin's profile, and there is also a post at the 
Golden Sun Chat forum here on the site for 
discussion. Competition would make me a happy 
author. 

-Joker 


Disclaimer: Golden Sun is owned by Nintendo and 
Camelot. 


The people in the town of Vale were enjoying a peaceful era. 
You wouldn't believe it by looking at it, but the town was 
founded by sages and warriors, set to guard Mt. Aleph for 
eternity. The mountain that held the secrets to alchemy was 
highly regarded as a sacred place, and for centuries the 
adepts of Vale honed their skills to protect it from intruders. 
Wars were waged against the town for control of Mt. Aleph, 
but as the world gradually wasted away, so did the will to 
fight. 


Then the wars stopped. As the need for battling died away, 
so did Vale's image. Soon, the adepts of the town changed 
their priorities and began making a living, began raising 


families, and generally just enjoyed the time of peace. Other 
than the sages who still guarded Mt. Aleph faithfully, the 
townspeople let their abilities slowly die away until new 
generations only retained the basic of psynergy skills. 
Despite several of the old laws still being in place and the 
occasional use of basic psynergy, the town completely 
evolved. 


No longer having a need for many weapons, most of the 
businesses that sold blades and armor shut down. 
Throughout the years, as travelers began to come by less 
and less due to the strict laws that allowed minimal freedom 
in Vale, even more of the weapon dealers went out of 
business. The chain went on until only one remained, a shop 
that sold both weapons and armor. 


The owner of the building was an old man by the name of 
Mr. Romar. The aging man ran it most of his life when he 
took over from his father, but as time took its toll he found it 
more and more difficult to walk the distance to the shop 
every day. Mr. Romar hired a single employee to work during 
the week for him. Little did that employee know just how 
boring a job he had taken. Still, the man worked and did 
what he could, and simply just enjoyed the peace like 
everyone else. 


In a time before Saturos and Menardi's mission; a time 
before Mt. Aleph's eruption that would change everyone's 
lives. Even before Isaac, Garet, Jenna, and Felix were born... 


..there was Kyle. 


Inside the dusty, dark shop, nothing could be heard but the 
soft sounds of a man sleeping. Boxes of swords and armor 
were scattered around the room. A few chairs were placed 
rather randomly around the sides, as well as some plants 


that desperately needed watering. Several were completely 
dead. 


In one of the back corners at a counter marked "Kyle's Desk", 
the top of someone's head could be seen. The messy, light- 
brown hair was collecting some of the dust from the counter 
as the man moved in his sleep. 


Nearly every day was like that for Kyle. Shortly after taking 
the job, the eighteen-year-old set up the extra, unused 
counter as his desk where he would goof off until a customer 
walked in. Papers with drawings were strewn everywhere, as 
well as half-eaten food and several wood-carvings. he had 
gone to great lengths to entertain himself; sometimes it was 
weeks before a customer would walk in. 


Kyle often wondered why the old man kept him employed, 
especially every day of the week. But as long as he was 
getting paid, it wasn't a problem to him. Mr. Romar had no 
wife and kids, and from what Kyle could guess, the old man 
got quite a large inheritance along with the shop. It didn't 
seem like it was too much of a problem. 


That particular day, Kyle was having a very interesting 
dream. He was quite annoyed when he felt someone tapping 
his head, waking him. 


"Mm, huhn?" he slurred as he rolled his head over and sat 
up, blinking. 


"Oh, so you are alive," said a female's voice. 


Kyle blinked again, only seeing an outline of a woman in the 
dim light. It also didn't help that he had blurry vision. He 
rubbed his eyes and said, "What can I help you with?" 


There was a moment of hesitation on the other side of the 
desk. The woman looked around, studying the shop with an 
intense stare. "I don't think you can help me, actually. You 
seem to have a hard time helping yourself," she said in 
amazement with a strong voice. "How can you breathe in 
here?" 


The young man yawned and finally took a good look at the 
lady, immediately recognizing her. Vale was small, so Kyle 
had seen everybody at least a few times. She had wavy 
shoulder-length red hair, an average figure and a plain face. 
Her clothes consisted of a simple casual dress that ran all 
the way down her legs. He decided that if he made ita 
practice to rate girls, she'd probably be a seven. Not that he 
rated girls, of course. If he remembered correctly, the 
woman's name was Doreen. 


"Doreen, right?" 
"Dora," the woman corrected. 


So close. Kyle stood up from his chair and leaned over the 
counter, spreading dust everywhere. A thin layer coated his 
cotton shirt. "So... Comments on my work habits aside, what 
can | do for you?" he asked lazily. He bet himself ten gold 
pieces she needed a knife for the kitchen. 


"Oh, uh... " Dora took a step back away from the dust. "Yes. | 
work here now, actually." 


Kyle's pale-blue eyes actually widened. He hadn't expected 
that. "You do? What do you mean?" he questioned. 


The girl coughed and covered her mouth. "Oh, yuck. May we 
please go outside to talk? This dust and smell is disgusting," 
she said, then went through another coughing fit. 


Kyle let out a heavy sigh, thinking she was just being 
dramatic. Still, he didn't want to bother arguing. After a 
quick stretch, he walked out from behind the counter and 
led Dora outside. 


Squinting, Kyle immediately sat on the grass and leaned 
back against the shop wall. He grunted and shaded his eyes 
with his hand. 


"Ahh, that's better." Dora said with a bright smile. "You've 
made it very disgusting in there." 


In the sunlight Kyle decided she was a six. Her insistence 
that his work habits were messy probably had something to 
do with that... 


Dora turned to stare down at the young man, her bright-blue 
eyes studying him. "I know you," she said. "You're Kyle." 


Squinting at her, Kyle said, "Did you want an award?" 


Raising an eyebrow, Dora replied, "And you're extremely 
rude." She crossed her arms. 


Kyle sighed. This was taking way too long. He wanted to go 
back to sleep. "I think...that we got off on the wrong foot," he 
said. "I'm Kyle, you're Dora. We're acquainted. So, how may | 
help you?" He convinced himself he misheard her about 
working at the shop the first time. This time he paid closer 
attention. 


"| thought you knew that | was coming by today," Dora said 
with a confused expression. "Mr. Romar hired me a few days 
ago, and | start today." 


Okay, so he didn't mishear. "Why would he hire another 
employee? Am | fired?" he asked, his full attention finally on 


the conversation. 


"Not that | know of..." Dora said. "I'm not replacing you. I'm 
taking over the new section." 


"New section?" 


Dora stared at Kyle, as if she was trying to figure him out. 
"You really didn't know? Mr. Romar hired me to sell other 
wares here starting today. Herbs, elixirs, antidotes, and so 
on." She turned to look at the shop. "I honestly thought you 
knew." 


Kyle stood up and scratched his head. "Not that | can 
remember... But if that's what Mr. Romar decided, then sure. 
Sounds like a plan." 


"Yes, that is the plan." 


Yawning, Kyle said, "Yeah. Welcome aboard. So, when are the 
items coming in?" 


Dora pointed a few feet to Kyle's left at the ground. "They 
already did. They came in yesterday." 


Kyle looked down where Dora was pointing. Sure enough, 
eight sealed boxes were stacked on the grass in front of the 
shop, with a delivery notice of the previous day. "Oh. | didn't 
know they were coming." 


The red-haired girl stared at Kyle. "Clearly," she murmured. 


Suddenly a thought entered the young adept's head. He ran 
a hand through his light-brown hair and said, "I think we 
have a problem." 


Dora tilted her head. "I suppose we do, but we may be 
thinking of different problems. What's yours?" 


"Where are you going to sell from? All the armor and 
weapons are packed behind the counter," he said. 


The sigh didn't get past Kyle. He watched as Dora put her 
face in her hand. So far he wasn't too impressed with her. 


"Venus give me strength..." she muttered. She used her 
hand to brush her wavy hair back and stared hard at Kyle. 
"The identical counter--I think you call it your desk--is what 
Mr. Romar intends on me using. You'll have to clean the 
counter and the space behind it," she added firmly. 


"Wait, what?" a stunned Kyle replied. "But I'm all set up 
there!" 


Dora broke eye-contact as she looked down in thought. 
"Well," she said, and crossed her arms. "It is really gross in 
that corner." Her blue eyes met Kyle's again and she added, 
"Then how about you move all the weapons and armor to 
that corner, and I'll take the counter on the right?" 


Kyle almost laughed. "Do you realize how heavy those boxes 
are?" 


Shrugging, Dora said, "Why don't you use Move?" 


A pink tint appeared on Kyle's cheeks. "Well, I'm not very 
good at psynergy yet..." he admitted. "I don't really 
practice." 


Dora narrowed her eyes. "How odd. Then | guess we have no 
choice but to go with the first idea, hm? I'm going to stay 
out here and make a list of the inventory in these boxes. | 


think that's the safest job | can do while you clean out the 
shop." 


"Th-The shop?" Kyle stuttered. Did she want him to clean out 
the entire thing? 


"It's your job to maintain a clean building, Kyle. | can't stand 
it in there. At /east get rid of all the dust in the shop while 
you're cleaning the counter." 


A small amount of anger began coursing through Kyle as his 
eyebrows furrowed. Who did she think she was? He was the 
first one to work there. What made Dora think she could tell 
him what to do? Next, she'd probably ask him to-- 


"After you're done, you can move the boxes inside. I'll 
instruct you on where we should put them." 


Kyle crossed his arms and looked hard at Dora. 
The young lady blinked. "Huh. You're getting angry." 
There was no reply from Kyle. 


"Well, I'm not sorry. Most women would have run screaming 
from that place. You're lucky I'm even willing to work around 
the door," she said, waving him off. She turned around and 
moved toward the boxes. "You'll feel better about it once it's 
done. A man has to do what a man has to do." 


Kyle glared at her back. He definitely agreed with the last 
thing she said. Spinning on his heel, he walked away from 
the shop. "This man has to go talk to his employer," he said, 
marching in the direction of Mr. Romar's house. 
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Three knocks didn't feel very satisfactory to Kyle. His good 
mood from earlier had dropped significantly, and he wanted 
to keep rapping at the door to vent. Still, Mr. Romar was a 
good person, and he didn't want to annoy the man by 
pounding on his door too much. 


Kyle suddenly found himself in an odd position as he heard 
Mr. Romar approaching the door. It wasn't often the young 
man became this heated. He had always been so laid back 
and calm. Nothing really phased him. Why was he suddenly 
acting like this? 


Those thoughts gave him the little push he needed to force 
a smile when Mr. Romar opened the door, wearing his 
pajamas. The balding, heavy man held a cane at his side. 
The few areas of hair he had left were all grey and white. 


“Good morning, sir," Kyle said a little bit too quickly. 


"Oh, hello Kyle! What brings you here?" Mr. Romar said in his 
rough voice. 


Kyle thought about that for a short moment. He didn't want 
to start complaining right away. What he needed 
was...delicacy. Unfortunately for him, that wasn't his strong 
point. 


He sighed. "Well, sir. It's about the new employee." 
Mr. Romar's eyes studied Kyle. "Is that so?" he said. 
A nod from Kyle. "Yeah. | don't really think we'll get along." 


The sudden grin on the old man's face surprised Kyle. "She's 
making you clean the shop, eh?" 


"Yeah! How'd you know?" Kyle asked with wide eyes. 


Mr. Romar chuckled. "I know how she can get," he 
responded. "She can be a tough one to get along with." 


"Exactly!" Kyle said. "I've only known her for five minutes or 
so and | can already tell that." 


The grin widened on the Mr. Romar's face. "Oh? Well, let me 
give you atip, Kyle. It gets easier as time goes on." 


"How do you know?" Kyle asked. 


"Oh...well, I've Known Dora her whole life," Mr. Romar said. 
"She's my granddaughter." 


That prompted an understanding nod from Kyle. Then he 
immediately froze in surprise. "Wait, granddaughter? You 
said you have no kids..." 


Mr. Romar's grin faded into a soft smile. "Well, | did have a 
son, but he passed away." 


Kyle put two and two together. "So Dora's dad...?" 
"Yep." 


"Oh." Suddenly Kyle felt like he needed to be nice to Dora. 
He wondered if that would be possible. 


"Dora didn't know him, so she doesn't feel sadness over it. 
Not that | can see, anyway. He died when she was just a 
baby," Mr. Romar said as he stared at a spot on Kyle's chest. 
Kyle couldn't figure out what he might have on his shirt until 
he realized the old man was simply thinking. Probably 
reflecting on past memories. 


Kyle wasn't sure if he should say something or let his boss 
keep on reminiscing. Fortunately, Mr. Romar looked up after 


a moment and smiled again. Kyle wasn't the most observant 
person around, but he could've sworn it was a fake smile. 


"Sadly, I'm afraid you're stuck with the situation. Dora's at 
the age where she needs work, and there's just not many 
available jobs out there. Plus, selling the new goods will help 
the shop out," the old man said as he scratched the side of 
his head. "The new trade route from Vault should do wonders 
for us." 


Kyle was a little bit more understanding now. Of what, he 
wasn't sure, but he knew the situation couldn't be changed. 
He had originally meant to offer to run the entire shop, 
including the new goods, on his own, but Mr. Romar was 
right about there not being much work out there. With a 
sigh, he nodded. 


Mr. Romar put a hand on Kyle's shoulder. "You're a good kid, 
Kyle. That's why I hired you. | trust you'll be able to adjust 
accordingly." 


The compliment helped boost Kyle's confidence. "Thanks, 
Mr. Romar. I'll do what I can." 


He said his goodbyes and started to walk away, but then 
stopped just as his employer stepped back inside. 


"Hey, Mr. Romar?" he called back. 
The old man poked his head back outside. "Yes?" 


Kyle bit his lip, wondering how he should phrase what he 
wanted to say. Finally he just shrugged and said, "Any tips?" 


Mr. Romar laughed. "A man can never hope to truly 
understand a woman." 


A look of confusion crossed Kyle's face. Was that the tip? Or 
was he admitting he didn't know any? 


Still chuckling to himself, Mr. Romar disappeared back into 
his home. Kyle suddenly felt less confident. Mr. Romar was 
nice, and pleasant to be around. Dora was...not like her 
grandfather. And Kyle suddenly realized that talking to him 
really didn't solve anything. At least, it didn't put anything 
in Kyle's favor. 


He ran his hands through his hair as decided to take the 
long way back to the shop. 
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Dora tapped on her inventory list with her pencil as she 
stood next to the crates. The information was written down 
neatly in perfect handwriting. To top it off, she got bored of 
not having anything to do and drew fancy designs around 
the edges of the paper. Shortly after that, she started 
humming a song that she was making up on the spot. 


She sighed and looked around. When was Kyle coming back? 


Placing the inventory list on the boxes, the red-haired lady 
decided to walk around the building to get a better feel for 
the place. Despite her grandfather owning it, she never did 
see it quite so close. It was an interesting feeling, really. She 
felt as though it were a part of her; something of her own. Of 
course, she knew well enough it wasn't hers, but...that didn't 
mean she couldn't appreciate it. 


The building was old and looked like it had been fixed up 
quite a bit over time. The roof had different types of 
covering, from a thin top layer of straw, to some dead 
leaves, sticks, and grass on the bottom. Dora realized that 


made this one of the earlier buildings to be built in the town. 
It was very fascinating to her. 


The walls of the building were in good condition, which 
pleased her. The roof would need fixing soon, though. Dora 
couldn't imagine that it would be able to stop water from 
leaking in during a rainstorm. She momentarily wondered 
how it had stayed in such a bad shape for so long, until she 
remembered who was taking care of the place. 


Dora rolled her eyes, even though nobody could see her. 
Then she finished her walk around the building until she was 
standing next to the open door again. She wanted to cover 
her mouth, just in case, but suppressed the urge. 


Peering into the shop, Dora wrinkled her nose and squinted. 
It was so dark in the building. The windows needed cleaning, 
too. And what was with the smell? She bet that whatever it 
was, it was at Kyle's "Desk". It made her want to gag; she 
wasn't sure how she managed to stay in there as long as she 
did before. 


Dora peeked over her shoulder. After once again seeing no 
sign of Kyle, she turned to stare at the shop. She glared and 
said, "Well, fine. A woman has to do what a woman has to 
do, too." 


She reached back and tied her red hair into a ponytail. After 
a moment's consideration, she reached down to pull the 
front of her long dress up over her mouth and nose. Her bare 
legs and underwear were showing, but she figured she'd 
rather die of embarrassment than die of some horrible 
disease she could catch in Kyle's mess. It also helped that 
nobody was around to see her. 


Breathing in deep the last fresh air she'd get for a few 
minutes, Dora bravely took a hesitant step inside the shop. 


Then another, and another, and continued on until she 
walked behind the counter that Kyle claimed was his desk. 


"Ugh. Figures," she muttered into her dress. The place was a 
mess. Old food was scattered everywhere, papers were 
stacked in random piles or just in single sheets on the 
ground or desk. The trash container was overflowing. And 
not only that, but the message box was filled to the brim 
with notes. Dora wondered if Kyle even knew what it was. 


She walked over and grabbed the top message and read it. 
Kyle, 


The crates of goods | mentioned in the last message are 
coming today. 

Make sure you take them inside. Also, Dora will be coming in 
to start 

work tomorrow. Don't forget to welcome her with open 

arms. 


Romar 


Dora rolled her eyes--something that was likely to become a 
habit around this place. Open arms? She doubted anybody 
would want to be touched by Kyle until he washed himself 
several times in a row. 


Dora grabbed the next card and ran her blue eyes over it. It 
was just as she thought. Most of the recent messages 
mentioned her employment and what she'd be doing, when 
she'd start working, and so on. Kyle probably hadn't checked 
the messages for weeks. The messages were sent by her 
grandfather early in the morning, apparently before Kyle 
started working. Or maybe Kyle was just asleep when the 
messages were brought by--Dora wouldn't be surprised 

about that. 


Sighing, Dora looked around the rest of the counter. A few 
drawings that were sitting by the chair caught her attention. 
She picked the top one up and stared at it. It wasn't perfect 
by any means, but it wasn't bad. The half-finished drawing 
of what looked like a girl walking by a river at least had the 
anatomy and perspective right. She thought he could tone 
down the huge bust, though. 


With a smirk, she put the paper down. That wasn't shocking 
based on what she had already found out about him. She 
had noted his eyes often traveled down to her chest when 
they spoke earlier--probably without him even realizing it. It 
was difficult for her to stay as professional as she had. Kyle 
would definitely need a slap one day. Probably sooner than 
later. 


Suddenly, Dora heard the door creak. She gasped and spun 
around in surprise, dropping her dress in the process to 
cover herself. 


"| didn't expect to see you in here," Kyle said, amused. 


Dora coughed and slowly walked out from behind the 
counter. "Funny," she said. "I didn't expect to--" she ended 
up coughing some more, and decided she didn't want to be 
in the shop anymore. Raising her finger, as if telling Kyle to 
wait, she walked out of the shop with her breath held. When 
she was successfully outside, she turned around and put her 
hands on her hips. 


An eyebrow slowly arched on Kyle's forehead. 


"Oh, don't look at me that way. It's horrible in there," she 
said angrily. 


Shrugging, Kyle replied, "I don't mind it." 


Dora clenched her teeth and scowled at Kyle. "Normal 
people mind." 


Kyle narrowed his eyes and glared back. 


Surprisingly, Dora was the first to break the eye contact 
after the two stared at each other for a minute. "Look, I'll ask 
you nicely. Will you p/ease clean the counter, and get rid of 
the dust? | need to get set up," she said. It almost sickened 
her how she sounded. Begging wasn't something she liked 
to resort to, but when she looked at Kyle, she was rapidly 
thinking she might have to. 


In an unprecedented act, Kyle actually gave in. "Yeah, fine." 


Dora opened her mouth and her eyebrows rose a few inches. 
"Huh?" 


"I'll do it." 
There had to be a catch. "Why?" 


Kyle walked up to the door and looked right into Dora's eyes. 
"I'm not doing it for you. I'm doing it for the old man." 


"Oh," was all Dora responded with. She couldn't argue with 
that. 


Nothing more was said between them as Kyle set to work. He 
took out an old box of cleaning supplies and started with the 
counters. Seeing the rag after one swipe, Dora quickly 
realized it wouldn't be enough. She headed home and 
grabbed her own cleaning supplies and several rags. Before 
she left to hurry back to the shop, a thought came to her. 
Rounding off her supplies, she grabbed a jar of water, and 
then departed from the house with everything stuffed into 
her arms. 


Arriving back at the shop, she was pleasantly surprised to 
see Kyle still working. She wondered if maybe he wasn't as 
lazy as he appeared. 


"I brought more things to help with the cleaning," the young 
lady said as she placed the box of more up-to-date supplies 
in the doorway. 


Kyle was busy searching for a broom. "Yeah, thanks," he said 
without looking at her. 


"And water," Dora added, placing the medium-sized jar on 
the ground next to the box. 


A dirty look was shot from Kyle. "Now you want me to clean 
with water, too?" 


Dora was taken aback for a moment. "N-No. Idiot. The 
water's for you to drink," she replied defensively. 


Kyle's eyes softened. "Oh. Okay." 


As expected, Dora got no apology. She didn't think the idea 
to apologize had even occurred to him. Still, being sorry 
wasn't necessary as long as he was cleaning. 


"I'm going to work on the outside of the windows. Maybe you 
should start on the inside of them; it'll help with the 
cleaning if you can see what you're doing," Dora said as she 
yanked a rag out of the box and moved toward the first 
window. 


Kyle stared at the windows and scratched his chin. He didn't 
really want them clean, since he enjoyed being able to nap 
in the darkness. Curtains would be a good investment for his 
section, he decided. Dora wouldn't let him keep one window 
dirty and one clean. 


As expected, not a single customer showed up during the 
afternoon. That allowed Kyle and Dora to work without 
interruptions, and soon enough the place was looking 
halfway decent. Once Kyle had dusted most of the place, 
Dora felt safe enough to walk in and give him a hand with 
the cleaning. She insisted he clean up his desk himself, 
however. 


"Where am | supposed to put it all?" Kyle asked, staring at 
his mess. 


Sweeping the other side of the room, Dora said, "I'd say most 
of it is garbage." 


"Garbage?" 
"Yeah--you know; trash, litter, refuse, waste?" 


Kyle's expression turned sour and he glared at Dora. "I'm not 
stupid. | meant; what do | have here that's garbage?" 


Dora couldn't tell if he was joking or not. She decided to go 
with her gut feeling and said, "Uh, well... There's the half- 
finished food that's laying everywhere." 


Kyle glanced at all the food that had several bites in it, then 
had been set off to the side. "Well...| was planning on saving 
it all for later." 


Unable to help it, Dora put her hand over her face and 
sighed. He sounded serious. She was in absolute amazement 
at the guy. "You must want to die an early death." 


"No, not really." 


Dora set the broom against the wall and walked over to 
where Kyle was. "That food will make you sick if you eat it 


after leaving it like that for so long," she said. Was she going 
to have to teach Kyle how to eat, now? Where the heck did 
he grow up at? 


Kyle shrugged. "It hasn't been making me sick." 


Her jaw dropping, Dora exclaimed, "You mean you've been 
eating it?!" 


"Yeah," Kyle responded simply, followed by a nod. 


Dora studied him again. She found herself doing that often. 
The young lady continuously found herself increasingly 
disappointed in him. She felt sorry for whoever would end up 
marrying the lazy slob. It hadn't even been a full day and 
she already wanted to give up on him. There was almost no 
hope. 


Kyle suddenly flashed a grin. "Nah, I'm just joking. I'll go 
grab a box for the garbage." 


As he left, Dora found herself speechless. The lazy slob 
tricked her. Here she was, worried about his health, and he 
returns the favor by fooling her and making her worry even 
more! He was such a...a... 


"Jerk," she heard herself mutter as he walked out the door. 
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Kyle retained his grin for several minutes after he left the 
shop. That had been extremely satisfying. The expression on 
Dora's face was priceless, too. He actually wanted to sit 
down and sketch it--maybe even frame it on the shop wall. 
That would get under her skin. 


Then he remembered Dora's father, and how she had grown 
up without him. Maybe he was being too mean? He wasn't 
exactly used to handling people who had dead relatives. 
What if he pushed it too much? Where was the line? 


And yet, Mr. Romar did say she's not upset by the fact that 
her father died. She was eighteen years old or so, and her 
dad died when she was a baby. That's a lot of time to get 
over it. Kyle needed to fight back somewhat, otherwise she'd 
assume full control of the shop and boss him around just for 
the sake of not letting him sit. 


For a fraction of a second he wondered what the benefits of 
quitting would be. Then he stopped that train of thought 
and mentally kicked himself; what would that accomplish? 
Then Dora would win, and he'd be out of a job. He still lived 
with his parents, after all. He needed a job so he could pay 
for a house to be built. How would he reach that point if he 
quits when something goes wrong? 


Kyle sighed. His job had gone from the least complicated 
thing in his life to the most complicated in the span of a few 
hours simply by adding a girl to the mix. He was amazed at 
how that worked. The thought led him back to Mr. Romar's 
"advice". The notion that a man can never truly understand 
a woman seemed to be dead on the mark. He wasn't sure he 
could ever comprehend the pushy redhead. It was far from 
worth the effort to try too hard. 


Upon reaching his house, Kyle searched through some junk 
until he found an empty crate that was in moderately good 
condition. He carried the crate outside, set it on the grass, 
and then grabbed the top edge with one hand. With a slow 
pace, he began to walk lazily back to the shop, hoping that 
by the time he got back there Dora would have made a lot of 
progress. 


When he finally reached the shop, he was surprised to find 
Dora going through his papers. That wasn't exactly the 
progress he had in mind. 


"What are you doing?" he asked curiously as she shuffled 
through his drawings. He couldn't help but notice the 
amused smirk plastered on her face. 


"Organizing," was all Dora said. 
"Why are you organizing my stuff?" 


Dora looked up at Kyle. "I thought it might be helpful. Venus 
knows you couldn't possibly do it by yourself." 


Kyle's eyebrows creased in annoyance. "I could..." 


"Shall | organize them by date, or by breast size?" she joked 
as she leafed through the drawings. 


A few seconds later Kyle yanked the drawings out of Dora's 
hands. "I'll move my things," he snapped. 


Dora's sly smile remained, despite Kyle's outburst. "That's 
fair enough," she said as she walked around the counter. "I 
finished sweeping." 


Kyle felt Dora's eyes on his back as he gathered all of his 
drawings into one large stack. He didn't really want to do 
that, but he suddenly felt very vulnerable with them sitting 
out there for Dora to see. 


"I suppose I'll bring in a few of the lighter crates while you 
work on cleaning there," he heard her say behind him. 


"Actually," Kyle said quickly. "It's time for my lunch break." 
He sat down in his chair and pulled out a bag from 


underneath the counter. 


Dora, who had already stepped out the door, reappeared in 
the doorway and said, "But we aren't done yet!" 


Kyle smiled down at his food as he pulled it out. He wasn't 
the best cook, but his constant work allowed him to get 
some decent food. Fresh bread, cooked meat, ripe fruit, and 
a few treats for desert. He also had a glass bottle of water, 
which came in handy since he had finished off the jar of 
water that Dora had brought him. "Sorry, | don't know what 
to tell you," he responded. Eyeing his meal, he reached for 
the treats and ate them first. 


Placing her hands on her hips, Dora frowned in 
disapprovement. "Why are you being so complicated?" she 
inquired. "We'll be done in another hour." 


"And I'll start up again when I'm done eating," Kyle said with 
a full mouth. He really didn't care if she understood what he 
said or not. He leaned back in his chair, swallowed, and said, 
"Why don't you run home and eat or something? Might do 
you some good." 


Dora took a deep, calming breath. "I prefer to reward myself 
after a job well done. If we eat now we'll get lazy and it will 
go slower." 


Kyle shrugged. "Lady, it's slow around here a// the time. 
You'll learn that." 


Dora scowled. "You idiot. That's why we're trying to improve 
the place as quickly as possible--so that we can pick up 
more business!" she exclaimed. Clearly the calming breath 
didn't help. 


Sighing, Kyle closed his eyes. He really wasn't in the mood 
to argue. Why couldn't she just leave him alone to eat in 
peace? Every woman should know that a self-respecting 
man worked better on a full stomach. "I highly doubt your 
little herbs will bring in more business," he said. It was a real 
thought he had, and he hadn't meant it as an insult, but 
apparently it came out that way. Dora's eyes narrowed and 
she stormed out of the building. 


Kyle stared at the doorway as he slowly chewed some bread 
in his mouth. He suddenly remembered the adage "Hell hath 
no fury like a woman scorned", and wondered if maybe he 
had just made things worse for himself. 


The young adept forcefully pushed those thoughts aside and 
went back to his meal. It was break time; he could worry 
about all that later. 


I-1- -1- -2- -3- -5-! 
1-8- -1- -3- -2- -1-! 


Dora sat on a stump a few yards away and tried to wipe her 
dress clean. It had collected a lot of dirt and dust from the 
work, and looked like she had worn it for weeks. She made a 
mental note to not wear a dress anymore until the shop was 
completely clean. It wasn't exactly fancy or anything, but 
she still would prefer not to ruin a perfectly good dress. 


Groaning in irritation, she gave up and leaned forward and 
rested her chin in her hands. The day was not going at all 
like she had expected. As she woke up that morning, she 
had hoped to be set up and ready to sell within an hour or 
two. It had been almost four hours and she wasn't even close 
to ready. At the rate they were going, she would have to stay 
late setting up. She had been hoping to make a nice 
celebratory dinner with her family and boyfriend, too... 


But Kyle... Dora frowned and looked back at the shop. What 
was his problem? It was all his mess. She shouldn't even 
have to clean it up, yet she'd been helping him most of the 
time and he sti//had an attitude toward her. Did he treat 
everyone like that, or did she do something wrong? All she 
was doing was making him work on a responsibility he 
agreed to take on. It's not like he wasn't getting paid for it... 


What would it take? She didn't want to complain to her 
grandfather--after all, Kyle had reluctantly done some 
cleaning, so there was hope. Dora just had to figure out how 
to motivate the man. It would be a personal challenge of 
hers, and not something she should hand off so easily to her 
grandfather to fix. With a mindset like that, she was sure she 
could change things. 


With a rough nod, she stood to her feet and marched back to 
the store. Her mind was made up; she was certain she had 
an inkling on how Kyle's thought process worked. Maybe she 
could use that to her advantage. Walking into the store, she 
saw Kyle was still slowly eating his food. 


"Hey, what's your favorite meal?" she asked firmly. 


Kyle's expression made him look like he was staring ata 
trap. "Huh?" 


"What's your favorite thing to eat?" She wasn't at all 
surprised she had to repeat herself for him. 


They stared at each other for a few minutes. It seemed like 
Kyle refused to speak. Dora sighed. "Look. We need to find a 
middle ground here. | appreciate you helping clean the 
store--for my grandfather's sake--but we also need to get 
along or we're going to have problems in the future." She 
didn't really believe they'd ever get along, but at least 
finding some middle ground would be satisfactory. 


Kyle raised an eyebrow and said, "What does that have to do 
with my favorite food?" 


Time to turn on the charm. Dora walked up to the counter 
and gave a sweet smile. "I'll make you a deal. If you work 
hard for me this week, I'll prepare your lunch every day out 
of whatever you want," she proposed. 


The idea seemed to appeal to Kyle. Dora could just see the 
wheels in his head turning. "And," she said quietly, as if it 
was a secret, "as a bonus, at the end of the week I'll make 
you a big dinner as a reward. Whatever you request, as long 
as it's within reason." 


Kyle seemed to be all for it. "And | just have to finish 
cleaning the shop?" 


Dora almost lost her smile, but she managed to hold it in 
place. It was an important moment. "No," she said with a 
quick shake of her head. "You have to do everything | 
request that involves our job here. Also, lunch is only to be 
eaten when | say so. | promise | won't make you wait too 
long for it, however." 


Now with all the information clear to Kyle, he seemed to be 
hesitant. "Are you a good cook?" he questioned. 


Dora's smile grew. "The best," she said with just a slight 
amount of arrogance. "In fact, if you don't like the first 
lunch, I'll give you one chance to call off the deal." 


Kyle looked down and appeared to be deeply considering 
the proposal. Dora wondered just what happened to him that 
led him to be so lazy. Most hard-working men would take the 
deal right away. 


"Just this week?" Kyle finally asked. 


Dora nodded. "Yep." 
"Can | add one more thing aside from the meals?" 


The female adept really did drop her smile that time. 
"They're not enough?" 


Kyle shrugged. "They are, but I'd like some curtains too if it's 
not too much trouble." 


Dora was dumbfounded. "Huh? Curtains? What for?" she 
sputtered out. 


"The window," Kyle stated, pointing to his side of the room. 
He then added, "The sun is too bright for me, so | thought | 
could use the curtains to dim the room when business is 
slow." 


A perplexed expression crossed Dora's face. After 
considering the other benefits of the request, she couldn't 
deny him. The room desperately needed more color. His 
reason was a little...d/sappointing, to say the least. But at 
least it would improve the shop overall. Her smile returned. 
"That's a good idea. I'll make a set for both windows." 


A sigh of relief came from Kyle, then he chuckled. "And here 
| thought you'd hit me for being sexist and assuming you 
could sew." 


Hearing that, Dora suddenly did want to hit, or at least scold 
him. But she restrained herself, since she was a little 
embarrassed she hadn't caught that herself. "I'm letting it 
Slide this time," she said, looking away. Then, to change the 
subject, she asked, "Are you done eating yet?" 


Kyle looked down at his meal. "Nope. You interrupted me. I'll 
get right back to it." 


Impatience flooded through Dora. However, due to her new 
mindset of trying to get along with Kyle, the best she could 
do was ask him to "please hurry", and then she wandered off 
before she was unable to resist telling him to stop thinking 
with his stomach. After all, that was her key to using him for 
the next week. 


I-1- -1- -2- -3- -5-! 
1-8- -L- -3- -2- -1-! 


Much to Kyle's delight, the rest of the work that day went by 
in a blur. After throwing away all of the garbage, it was 
simply a matter of moving his stuff over to the weapons and 
armor counter, and then bringing in the crates that were 
sitting outside for Dora. She had opted to do the rest at her 
new counter. Probably because she didn't trust Kyle's idea of 
clean, but as long as it allowed him to do less work, it wasn't 
a problem for him. 


After that, it was simply a matter of lounging around and 
watching Dora clean up her area. The counter Kyle was 
somewhat forced to move to was already empty except for a 
vase, SO wiping all the dust away was easy. Behind the 
counter, armor and weapons were stacked in boxes and on 
stands for had been there since Kyle started working, and so 
far he hadn't had to restock. There just weren't enough 
customers. 


Before he knew it, it was closing time. Dora had half of the 
crates unpacked as Kyle stood up and stretched, preparing 
to close the shop. He was about to tell her it was time to lock 
up when a black-haired guy about their age walked in. 


Kyle was about to ask him how he could help them when the 
man said, "There's my hard worker!" Grinning, he walked up 
to Dora. 


Dora smiled back. "We're closing soon, silly. You'll have to 
come back tomorrow." She gave a wink and walked around 
to give him a light kiss on the lips. 


The man didn't take her eyes off of him. "I know. I'm here to 
walk you home." 


Kyle just watched with amusement. He was more 
entertained that Dora somehow had a boyfriend than by the 
fact that they didn't seem to remember he was there. 


"That's sweet, Hun, but | need to stay a bit late tonight. We 
had, er..." she looked at Kyle, "a slow start." 


The man looked over and noticed Kyle for the first time. "Ah, 
hey there," he said with a small wave. "The name's James." 


Kyle gave him a nod. "I'm Kyle." 


James smiled. "Good to meet you." Then he turned back to 
Dora and said, "So...that's a cancellation of the celebratory 
dinner?" He gave a joking frown and whimper. 


Kyle suppressed a gag, and instead decided to stare at the 
floor. 


"I'm afraid so. We'll postpone it until tomorrow night," said 
Dora, hugging him. 


A few more things were said between the two of them that 
Kyle really had no interest in, so he went about his business 
pretending to be organizing his counter until James left. 


When the man shut the door behind him, Kyle walked 
around the counter and tossed Dora the key to the shop. 
"Looks like you're locking up." 


Dora grabbed the key and walked it back over to him. "I 
have a copy," she said, looking him in his pale blue eyes. 
"Kyle, you are serious about this deal, right?" 


Snapping his finger's, Kyle suddenly said, "Oh, right, | 
almost forgot!" He strode over to the counter and grabbed a 
folded paper he had tucked under the vase. He hadn't given 
it to Dora earlier because he didn't want to stop her while 
she worked, just in case she got any more bright ideas about 
him doing something extra. "Here. It's what | want to eat for 
each day of the week." 


Taking the paper, Dora studied it for a few seconds. Her lips 
formed an amused smile and she said, "You don't get much 
variety in your meals, do you?" 


Shrugging, Kyle said, "You said my favorites. Those are my 
favorites." 


Dora tucked the paper away in her dress pocket. "Okay, fair 
enough. I'll see you early tomorrow then." 


"Yep," he nodded, and turned to walk out. 
Before he could disappear, Dora called, "And Kyle?" 
Kyle turned his head. "Yeah?" 


"Wear some light clothes tomorrow. It's going to be a hot 
day." 


Raising an eyebrow, Kyle just nodded. He didn't want to drag 
things on any longer. The sun was starting to go down, and 
he didn't want to miss the only hour of sunlight he had free 
during the day. 


As he walked home, Kyle concentrated on the last thing Dora 
said. It wasn't hot in the shop, so what would he need light 
clothes for? He was a bit worried, since he had pretty much 
agreed to be her slave for the week. He didn't know what 
she had planned the next day, but he was certain he 
wouldn't enjoy it. 


End: Chapter One 


*Chapter 2*: Chapter 2 


How Heroes Are Made 
By Joker's Specter 


Chapter Two 


Dora hummed to herself as she unlocked the door to the 
shop. She was greeted by a refreshing smell, and couldn't 
help but feel overwhelmed with satisfaction. The previous 
night she had replaced the dead and dying plants with some 
flowers she had found outside, and overnight she left the 
windows cracked. It had done wonders for the gloomy place. 


The red-haired adept had a bag slung over her shoulder, 
which swayed back and forth as she strode over to the item 
counter, where she had worked hard the previous night to 
finish her area. Her eyes practically sparkled at the beautiful 
sight before her; she had almost forgotten how perfect she 
displayed all of the items that were to go on sale. 


Well, perfect within her means. It still irked her that she had 
to put them on boxes or the counter. She wondered if she 
could convince Kyle to build some shelves for her. That train 
of thought led her to wonder if Kyle could even build 
shelves. 


She stopped herself. That would be a road she refused to go 
down today. Nope--putting the previous day behind them, on 
that bright new day they would be co-workers. Proper, 
professional, and responsible. Dora would shape the lazy 
man into a respectable employee by the end of the week if it 
killed her, and she knew insults and negative thoughts 


would be a step backward. Amusing, maybe, but not good 
for progress. 


Slinging the bag onto the counter, the young female adept 
gazed around the brightly-lit shop and made a mental note 
of things that still had to be done inside. The most 
prominent issue was the random boxes sitting around the 
room filled with swords and assorted pieces of armor. Those 
would most definitely have to be stored behind the counter 
with the others, or at the sides of the shop. 


She was torn from her thoughts when she heard the sound 
of a key being inserted into the lock. Spinning around, she 
said loudly, "It's open!" 


While she was expecting Kyle to walk in, she was surprised 
to see one of her grandfather's friends. "Oh, it's you, 
George." 


George was a middle-aged man, and quite the health nut. 
He smiled and gave a polite nod to Dora. "Hello Dora. I've 
got a message from your grandfather," he said while holding 
out a piece of paper. 


Dora smiled and walked up to take it. "So you're the one who 
delivers his messages." 


"Yes, | jog by your grandfather's house each day, so I've 
become his unofficial messenger boy," he said with a 
chuckle. 


With that said, he began jogging in place and told Dora he 
had to be off. She smiled and wished him the best as he shut 
the door behind him. 


Dora walked to her chair, sat down, and read the message to 
herself. 


Kyle, 


| hope all is going well with Dora. Don't let her tough 
exterior fool you--she's actually very sweet. Use both of 
those to your advantage and make the shop prosperous 
again! Best of luck, and do try to get along with her. 


-Romar 


A small smile appeared on Dora's lips. That was just like her 
grandfather. She walked the note over to Kyle's counter and 
placed it down where he would see it. Brushing strands of 
red hair out of her eyes, she scanned the shop once more. 
Her excitement at helping manage a business was definitely 
tapping into her perfectionist attitude. 


She found herself enjoying that thought, but was 
interrupted when Kyle waltzed sleepily into the building. 


Her smile was replaced with a frown when she saw what he 
was wearing: a leather vest over a long-sleeved shirt, and 
some long, faded blue pants. "I thought | informed you that 
you should wear light clothes today. Why didn't you?" 


"Huh?" Kyle murmured. Then he looked down at his attire. 
"Oh. | forgot." 


Dora pointed to her own clothes; she was wearing white 
shorts and a lavender short-sleeved button-up shirt. "We're 
both going to work outside for a while today, Kyle." 


"Oh," he said. 


"It's going to be very hot today," she added, and folded her 
arms. 


"Oh," he repeated, then yawned. "Yeah, it will be." 


He looked around the room with a sleepy expression, then 
suddenly looked back at Dora as if she had just hit him. 
"Wait, work outside?" 


The young woman nodded. "Yep. We're fixing the entire roof 
this afternoon. Some straw is being delivered later today," 
she announced. 


Kyle groaned as his shoulders and head slumped. "I don't 
know how you can decide to do that by choice," he 
muttered. 


"It's by necessity," Dora said sternly. "We have a lot of 
valuable goods in here, and it would ruin them if it rained 
and leaked in here." 


"Well... | just put pots or something under leaks. | don't let 
the weapons or armor get wet," Kyle said, followed by 
boisterous yawn. 


Dora had to at least give him credit for that. "Even so, the 
roof needs to be repaired sometime, and we're just the 
people to do it." 


The look Kyle gave her made her feel like she was some 
weird creature. She finally broke eye contact after it became 
too much, and looked out the window. "Besides," she said, "it 
was part of our deal that you'd help, and it will benefit the 
shop in the long run." 


Dora heard Kyle shuffle over to his counter and sit down at 
the chair behind it. She turned to look at him just as he gave 
a slack-jawed look at the vase, which now had flowers 
sprouting from it. His eyes moved from the vase to the note 
in front of him. As he read it, his expression screwed up into 
something that looked like a man who had run out of 
options. The girl suddenly wondered if her grandfather had 


planned the message as an extra assistance to her 
endeavors that day. It was kinda cute that Kyle respected 
her grandfather so much. But what would she have to do to 
get him to respect her, too? 


"Later today, right?" Kyle inquired after a minute of silence 
passed between them. 


"Rig ht." 


Kyle laid his arms and head down on the counter. "Okay, 
then wake me when the straw gets here." 


Dora's eyebrows furrowed in irritation. She was about to tell 
him to stay awake, but immediately thought better of it; it 
would be a slow process no matter what she did, so it was 
best to take it easy on him at first. Fixing the roof would be 
difficult enough for someone as slothful as him. Besides, 
what good would it do to tire him out too much before his 
only chance to reject the deal at lunchtime? 


With a soft sigh, she walked over to her counter and began 
writing up a list of things she wanted the two of them to 
finish before the week was over. 


1-C- -A- -T- -C- -H-! 
!-B- -E- -A- -D- -S-! 


Kyle awoke with a start to a wonderful aroma overpowering 
him. His mouth immediately began salivating as he sat up to 
find the source. 


“Lunch time," Dora said from right beside him. 


Almost falling out of his chair in surprise, Kyle regained his 
composure and looked at the plate Dora was holding. He 
didn't have time to wonder how he slept all the way through 


to lunch, because he was greeted with a beautiful sight. On 
the dish was exactly what he had requested she make him 
for lunch: a large hamburger with all the fixings. And to 
make things even better, it was still steaming as if she had 
just finished cooking it. 


"If you eat this and like it, the deal stays on. Agreed?" Dora 
asked, holding the plate just in front of his face. 


Kyle was torn. She was manipulating him--that much was 
obvious. But...she was doing such a good job at it. The 
hamburger looked like it had been crafted by some sort of 
god of cuisine. 


"It really is a waste of my talents," Dora said haughtily. "A 
hamburger is simple. What's more, a hamburger every day 
of the week is going to be like a walk through my front 
yard." 


Kyle took the plate from her hands. "How did you keep it 
hot?" he asked, unable to contain his curiosity. 


Dora smiled. "James is a Mars adept. | had him drop by while 
you were asleep and he heated it up. He just left moments 
ago," she said with a proud smile. 


Well, Kyle had to admit that Dora certainly knew her way 
around food. And to top it off, she went to the trouble to 
heat it up for him. How could he pass the deal, now? She 
had him right where she wanted him. What a manipulative 
person... 


"Okay," he relented, "if | enjoy this, then the deal stays on." 


Placing a jug full of water on the table, Dora said, "Great! Eat 
up then. The straw isn't here yet, but there are a few light 


things we can do until then." She wasn't even hiding the 
fact that she knew he'd enjoy it. 


Kyle made a mental note to eat slow, so he could have a 
long lunch. However, after taking one bite into the 
hamburger, he found it extremely difficult. After eating his 
own cooked food for so long, he was in pure bliss from a 
meal that had been prepared by a self-proclaimed expert. 
And what an expert she was! Despite how much she tended 
to get on his nerves, he had to admit that he was suddenly 
liking Dora a lot more than previously. 


Before he knew it, the food was gone, and he was left with a 
satisfied stomach. If a hamburger tasted that good, he 
wondered what Dora could do if she was really trying. 


“Done so soon?" Dora inquired with a knowing smile. "It was 
good, right?" 


Kyle stared at her, then narrowed his eyes. "You're pretty 
evil, you know that?" 


Dora gave a mock gasp. "Me?" she asked innocently. 


Sighing, the defeated man stood up and stretched. He knew 
she was anything but innocent. "Just...try not to make it 
back-breaking work. I'm not a miracle worker," he said with 
a wary look. 


There was a glowing smile on Dora's face as she handed Kyle 
the list she wrote up earlier. "Here's what we're doing, and in 
that order." 


Kyle scanned over the list with his blue eyes. The first thing 
on the list was definitely surprising. His eyes met Dora's, 
who seemed to be gauging his reaction. 


"Learn Move?" 


"You bet," the redhead said with a smirk. She poked Kyle's 
chest, "You're one of the few people our age who can't use 
Move. I'm going to teach you." 


Kyle backed away a few inches from her finger. "Why?" he 
asked hesitantly. 


"It'll make things easier this week if you can use your 
psynergy reserves as well as your physical strength. Trust 
me." 


Studying her bright eyes, Kyle sensed something devious in 
them. As soon as that thought hit him, it clicked. "Oh, I get 
it. Since it's going to affect our work, | can't back out of it," 
he said half-heartedly. She was craftier than he expected. 


"Exactly," she said, her smile growing into a wide grin. Kyle 
couldn't figure out if her smile made him more nervous, or 
the fact that she seemed to be happy that he was actually 
cooperating. He predicted she'd be taking advantage of it a 
lot for the next week. 


He crossed his arms and muttered, "So this is what I've 
gotten myself into..." 


"You'll survive," Dora said sweetly. She grabbed his 
shoulders, startling him, and spun him around. "That," she 
said, jabbing her finger in the direction of a particularly 
heavy box filled with many pieces of armor, "is what you're 
going to practice on. We want it against the your side of the 
wall--not in the middle of the room." 


"Why not?" 


Dora walked around in front of him and stood by the box. 
“Because we're going to lay a rug down in the middle of the 
room, that's why." 


Just how much was she planning on doing? "Don't I get a say 
in this?" Kyle asked meekly. 


There was a short pause for Dora to consider it, but it didn't 
take her long. "No, not for this week." 


And before Kyle could protest again, Dora began her 
instructions on how to properly use the psynergy "Move". 


1-C- -A- -T- -C- -H-! 
!-B- -E- -A- -D- -S-! 


The day went by very quickly for Dora. Of course, she knew 
from experience that if you kept yourself busy it would be 
like that. As Kyle practiced, she completed anything else she 
thought would need cleaning on the inside. The place 
practically sparkled when she was done. She couldn't resist 
having a beaming smile plastered on her face the entire 
time; the shop was looking a hundred times better. 


By the time the straw had shown up, Kyle was making little 
progress. He was having a hard time summoning enough 
psynergy to move the heavy crate. It wasn't from lack of 
effort, though. Dora could see beads of sweat forming on his 
face as he continuously worked on the skill. When she told 
him it was time to go work on the roof, he had only moved 
the box a couple inches. 


"That's...a lot harder than | thought it would be," Kyle 
admitted as they walked outside. 


Dora gave him an exasperated look. "Well, that's why people 
train for more than a day to learn such moves. It takes some 


less fortunate people years. | never expected you to learn it 
in one day." 


Turning to look at her with a questioning look on his face, 
Kyle asked, "Can you do it?" 


"Yep, though moving heavier things drains me very quickly." 
Kyle scratched his head. "How did you learn?" 


Dora led him behind the shop building, where the straw was 
piled and a ladder was leaning against the wall. She 
explained that James had brought the ladder by earlier and 
set it up for them. 


"To answer your question," she said, "I started with 
something smaller and gradually increased the size every 
week." 


Kyle's face fell as the realization started to sink in. "Week?" 
he exclaimed, stunned. "It takes weeks to learn this thing?" 


"Months if you want to do it well," Dora corrected. "How 
come you never learned? You're acting like a non-adept." 
She started climbing up the ladder to the roof. 


Shrugging, Kyle said, "I've never felt the need to." 
"That's silly." 


Kyle began his ascent up the ladder as well, wondering why 
they weren't grabbing any straw to take up. "Maybe to you." 


Dora smiled at him when he reached the top. "Well, that's 
okay. Practice on those heavier boxes and you'll have it 
down much faster than usual," she said happily. Before Kyle 
could ask why, she reached her hand out toward the straw 


and cast Move. The entire pile of straw was ensnared by the 
Skill, and within moments she had it on the roof. 


"See how much easier it makes things?" Dora said. She was 
breathing a bit heavily, and her eyes looked a little tired. Her 
psynergy reserves never were the best, unfortunately. 


"I...guess..." 


Dora pointed to the roof. "Now that | think of it, before you 
continue working on the boxes, maybe working with straw 
will help you. | think you should try grabbing some straw 
and lowering it into place here." 


Kyle shrugged. "That might work." 
Stepping out of the way, Dora sat down to catch her breath. 
"Okay, here goes," Kyle announced, holding his hand out. 


His face twisted as he concentrating, summoning up all the 
psynergy he could, just as he had done with the boxes. As 
soon as he cast Move, a chill ran through Dora as she 
watched things unfold before her. The entire straw pile was 
hoisted into the air, and flew toward Kyle with an intense 
speed, plowing into his chest and throwing him backward. 


Grunting in pain, Kyle's eyes were wide in surprise as he 
shot backward. His body reflexively curled up while it 
headed right for the ground. Panicking, Dora moved with 
speed she didn't realize was in her; she jumped forward, 
jerked her hand toward Kyle, and shouted, "Catch!" 


The young man's frightened body suddenly froze in place, 

hovering ten feet in the air. His eyes blinked a few times in 
disbelief, and he looked up at Dora, who was kneeling near 
the edge of the roof and shaking visibly. 


"Hold on..." Dora muttered, struggling. She hadn't practiced 
Catch all that much, and had only moved things as heavy as 
a man a few times with any of her psynergy abilities. Not to 
mention having just moved a big pile of straw, it was 
starting to take its toll on her psynergy reserves as well as 
her physical energy. The heat bearing down on her wasn't 
helping, and white spots started dotting her vision as sweat 
began trickling down her forehead. She bit her lip to stay 
conscious--she needed to stay awake. Just long enough to 
put him down... 


Taking a deep breath, Dora slowly lowered Kyle to the 
ground. Once he was safely on the grass, she released the 
skill and dropped her arm. Panting heavily, she couldn't 
resist as a combination of the heat and what she had just 
done caused a wave of darkness to wash over her, and soon 
she lost all consciousness. 


1-C- -A- -T- -C- -H-! 
!-B- -E- -A- -D- -S-! 


"| wouldn't worry about a thing, Kyle," said the Great Healer. 
"You go ahead and go back to work. She'll be okay." 


Kyle looked past the Healer at Dora, who was resting 
peacefully on a bed in the Sanctum. Her face had paled and 
she was still sweating heavily. Kyle had only just carried her 
there; how did the Great Healer know she'd be okay without 
doing a thorough inspection? He wasn't too convinced. 


The elderly man chuckled to himself when he saw Kyle's 
worried expression remain. "Don't worry about a thing, boy. 
This type of thing isn't rare among adepts," he said. "I 
realize you may not use psynergy much, but | see this at 
least once a month, and it usually increases during the hot 
days of summer." 


"So...she just needs rest?" Kyle asked, looking at the Healer 
again. 


"Indeed." 
"You're sure?" 


The Great Healer smiled reassuringly. "I would bet all of Vale 
on it." 


Kyle felt a little relieved. "Okay, good... It's sort've my fault 
she's here, so..." 


The Great Healer held his hand up. "Reasons do not matter 
to me," he interrupted. "I'll leave that between you two once 
she regains consciousness. She should be fine in a few 
hours." 


Kyle nodded to show he understood. "Okay. Well, | guess l'Il 
be going then... | need to close up soon." 


Smiling, the Great Healer said goodbye and then turned 
around to walk away. However, a thought came to Kyle, and 
he stopped the man. 


"Actually," Kyle said. "I have one more thing on my mind... 
Don't you think her family should know she's here?" 


The Great Healer turned back to Kyle. "I've sent someone to 
contact her mother and young James." 


"Okay," said Kyle. It was good to know these people knew 
what they were doing. He wanted to stay a bit longer--he still 
didn't feel right leaving her like that after she saved him 
from probably several broken bones. Still, it couldn't be 
helped. The shop was left unattended, and there was 
nothing he could do to help by staying anyway. 


The young adept walked out of the Sanctum and headed 
back to the shop with an uneasy mind. What did he do 
wrong when he tried to use Move on the straw? He only 
meant to get a little bit of straw, yet he managed to sling 
the entire pile right at him. He was more convinced than 
ever that he just wasn't good with psynergy. And now he 
had put his life in danger and made Dora black out because 
she had to save him. Things never went well with him and 
psynergy... 


When Kyle reached the shop, he saw that it was just as he 
had left it. Fortunately for him, Vale didn't really have 
thieves, so nobody broke in while he was away. A good thing 
for any potential thieves, too, because he wasn't in a good 
mood. 


Sighing, he looked up at the unfinished roof. The pile of 
straw was still up there, dropped right where he was forced 
to release the psynergy. Another two hours and it would be 
time to close up shop... He thought back to Dora, 
unconscious at the Sanctum, and how she acted so quickly 
to rescue him. Her speed in saving him surprised him almost 
as much as him being knocked off the roof. 


Kyle scanned his eyes around the roof from where he was 
standing. He estimated that it would take a little under two 
hours with both him and Dora working. If he wanted to do it 
himself, he'd have to stay late, probably until the sun went 
down. 


He bit his lip. "Well...better get started," he muttered as he 
grabbed the ladder and started climbing. He owed Dora big 
time. 


1-C- -A- -T- -C- -H-! 
!-B- -E- -A- -D- -S-! 


Despite having a splitting headache the next day, Dora still 
forced herself to get up on time and make it to work. She 
predicted it would be a slow day for both her and Kyle, since 
she was in hardly any mood to work. That being the case, 
she expected Kyle would get away with sleeping most of the 
day, aside from maybe a few hours of practicing his Move 


psynergy. 


Dora frowned as a thought crossed her mind. She had long 
since realized it was her fault that Kyle had cast "Move" 
improperly on the straw. She made him practice with the 
large, heavy box beforehand for his first attempts, so 
switching to something as light as straw would screw up the 
balance if Kyle didn't know how to adjust the psynergy 
properly. Since he had practiced with the heavy box, which 
required a lot of strength, he had used too much power on 
the straw. 


The redhaired girl sighed. Would Kyle even want to practice 
anymore after she explained that to him? She felt obligated 
to tell him, of course, so that was unavoidable. If he didn't 
want to practice psynergy anymore after that, Dora hardly 
could force him after he had been put in a dangerous 
situation because of her. 


She felt incredibly stupid. It was no wonder adepts generally 
learned from smaller objects to larger. What was she doing 
trying to teach something she hadn't completely mastered 
herself? 


As she walked down the path to the shop, she realized that 
she was at least grateful her immediate reaction could save 
him. Even if she was still feeling the effects of trying to 
catch an adult man in mid-air with psynergy, it was worth it 
to save him from harm. Despite not being on the best of 
terms with Kyle, a small sense of pride and joy came over 


her when she thought of that. Her happiness began and 
ended there, however... Everything else weighed down on 
her heavily. 


Pushing her troubled thoughts away for the moment, Dora 
broke through the trees and walked toward the shop with 
her eyes on the ground. It wouldn't do good to act down 
around Kyle, she told herself. He was her co-worker, and she 
wanted to keep a professional image around him. The girl's 
hope was that it would rub off on him. 


Dora looked up and reached into her bag to grab her key. It 
took her a moment to notice it, but she did a double-take 
when she realized the shop was glowing. At least, it looked 
like that to her. She squinted her eyes and realized that it 
was just the roof that had been much improved. All of the 
straw was laid out and tucked in properly, and the golden 
color shone in such a way that made almost the entire 
building appear brand new. 


The young adept was speechless. She couldn't quite 
comprehend the situation. The pieces just didn't fit in her 
mind. Did Ky/e do it, or was she hallucinating? Kyle was just 
so lazy...she couldn't picture him doing it no matter how 
hard she tried to think about it. 


Confused, she walked at a hurried pace to the shop door and 
found it unlocked. She dropped her key back into her bag 
and went inside, only to get yet another surprise by finding 
Kyle already at his desk. 


Granted, he was sound asleep...but he was there, thirty 
minutes early. She hadn't pegged him as the type to arrive 
early--especially after he showed up fifteen minutes late the 
previous day. 


Dora walked up and softly shook his shoulder. "Kyle," she 
said with a gentle tone. She paused for a moment, then tried 
again when he didn't wake up. "Kyle, wake up." She shook 
him a second time, which jolted him from his slumber. 


Kyle's eyes slowly opened, revealing them to be red and 
tired. He looked like he hadn't got much sleep at all. "Mm," 
he groaned as he sat up in his chair. 


“Good morning. I'm surprised to see you here early." 


When he saw who was talking to him, Kyle's eyes widened 
just a bit more. "Oh, you're okay..." 


Dora's cheeks reddened. She was suddenly feeling 
embarrassed about having passed out, especially while on 
the job. "Er, yeah... | regained consciousness last night," she 
said, avoiding his sleepy gaze. 


Kyle yawned quietly. "I'm glad..." He cleared his throat and 
scratched his head. "Well, | suppose the best way to do this 
is to just say it outright--I'm not usually one to apologize." 


"Huh? Apologize?" Dora couldn't figure out what he would 
have to apologize for. 


"Yeah. I'm sorry, Dora," Kyle said with his eyes downcast. 


Dora was puzzled, and couldn't stop herself from raising her 
eyebrows. "What for?" 


Kyle looked up at her, nearly mimicking her expression. 
"I,..screwed up with Move. I did something wrong. It's my 
fault you passed out," he said as if it had been common 
knowledge. 


Now Dora felt even worse. Not only did she put his life in 
danger, but he thought it was his fault. And to top it off, she 
realized he really did fix up the roof by himself, out of guilt. 


"Noooooooo, no, no..." Dora exclaimed, waving her free hand 
Slightly. "You don't understand what happened... It's not 
your fault, Kyle!" 


Kyle looked at her sleepily. Finally, he said, "I'm confused." 


Dora took a deep breath, gripped her bag tightly in her 
hand, and explained what happened to him. Using her 
observational skills, she kept her blue eyes on his face 
looking for any signs that might give her a hint of his 
reaction. Despite her best efforts, his sleepy expression 
revealed almost nothing. She finished her explanation and 
braced herself. 


"So... You're saying that technically it was your fault?" 


Dora just nodded sheepishly. Her heart was pounding it 
against her chest as she prepared for Kyle to lash out at her. 
It wouldn't be so bad, if she didn't deserve it. 


Kyle closed his eyes and leaned back. "Hm, | see..." 


For the first time since she met him, Dora actually felt small 
to the guy. Was he silently judging her? Had she screwed up 
everything she had so carefully set up? Putting him in 
danger like that, she wouldn't blame him for trying to back 
out of their deal and treating her even worse than before. 
She began to fidget, and several times she opened her 
mouth to speak, but found she had no words to Say. 


After what felt like an hour, Kyle finally opened his heavy 
eyes. "You saw | finished the roof, right?" 


"Yeah..." Dora said. She smiled brightly--if ever there was a 
time to suck up, now was it. "You did a really good job, Kyle. 
I'm...highly impressed." 


Kyle just chuckled and gave a knowing smile, folding his 
arms. "I ended up sleeping overnight here. It took longer 
than | thought, and by the time | was done | just wanted to 
sleep. I'm used to sleeping at the counters like this, so it was 
as good as any bed for me," he explained. 


Dora looked at his clothes and realized with a start that he 
was definitely wearing the same clothes he had on the 
previous day. The girl wasn't sure why she didn't notice it 
before. 


"I'm going to propose a deal this time," Kyle said a bit slowly. 


Dora prepared herself for the worst. Her overactive mind 
went through dozens of possible 'deals' before Kyle spoke 
again. 


"I want to nap most of the day," Kyle said with a yawn. "Is 
that okay?" 


Dora's blue eyes blinked once, then twice. "Uhh..." was all 
that left her mouth. 


"| worked hard..." Kyle said as he stared at her. "Please?" 


...please? Please? He was asking her nicely? No yelling, no 
demanding, not even a hint of anger. And just for a nap? 
Was he saving it or something? 


"| put you in danger..." Dora said quietly, wondering if he 
didn't understand that part. Sheesh, men confused her. 


Kyle scratched his head. "What does that have to do with my 
nap?" 


Dora shook her head. "No, | mean...you just want a nap? You 
don't want anything else?" she asked incredulously. 


"Oh. Well, no, not really. You saved me from falling," Kyle 
replied. 


"But | put you in danger...and you also carried me to the 
Sanctum. Not to mention you stayed late to finish the roof 
and had to sleep here overnight!" Dora pointed out. "I just 
thought...you'd take advantage of it..." 


Kyle tilted his head and gave her a dirty look. "You don't 
think very highly of me, do you?" 


Dora's eyes widened. "N-No, that's not it. Sorry, | just..." 


Waving her off, the young man said, "Don't worry about it 
Dora. You don't look well today, either." He leaned back and 
sighed. "If | had practiced Move in the first place, you 
wouldn't have had to teach me, and none of that would have 
happened. It was still my fault, despite the, er...backwards 
teaching, | guess." 


"No, it wa--" 


"Don't blame yourself," Kyle cut her off. "I was really 
surprised at how quickly you reacted. You did it without 
thinking. It's...nice to know you can instinctively save me 
like that. The way | see it, if the situation had been reversed, 
| wouldn't have the skill to do the same. You were....well, you 
did amazing." 


Dora stared at him with wide eyes as a shade of pink crept 
onto her cheeks. The guy she thought of as just a lazy co- 


worker was suddenly looking at the situation on a level she 
hadn't considered. He appeared so different now. Not only 
that, but he complimented her. She didn't feel amazing, but 
having someone like him compliment her was enough to 
make her head spin. He didn't seem like the type to say nice 
things so easily, especially to...her. 


"| guess what I'm trying to say is thank you. I'm not really 
good at saying that, either," he admitted with a shy grin. 


He could've fooled Dora about that. But she nodded and 
smiled back anyway. "Yeah... Thank you, too, for taking me 
to the Sanctum." 


Kyle shrugged. "Anybody would've done it. | thought you 
were seriously hurt." 


"Oh, yeah... That happens sometimes. | was using my Catch 
Beads, so it made it even more difficult for me." 


"Catch Beads?" 


"Yeah," Dora reached into the pocket of her beige pants and 
revealed several small green beads. "I got them from my 
mom. They allow me to use Catch without actually learning 
it. When you use an item for psynergy, it's a little more 
taxing on the body. Since | was catching a full grown person, 
it was even harder, and...you saw the result." 


Kyle merely nodded. 


"And...by the way, you really did do a great job on the roof," 
said Dora as she pocketed the beads. "I certainly think 
you've deserved the day off." 


"Ugh, | hope so. | don't want to go up there again," Kyle said 
as he laid his head and arms back down on the desk. "I think 


I'm allergic to straw." 


Dora couldn't help herself. "Yeah. It threw you right off the 
building. It must not agree with you at all." 


A snort could be heard. "That was lame," Kyle commented. 


Despite what he said, Dora could see that he was grinning. 
She smiled, too, and walked over to her counter, setting her 
bag down in the process. "I'll get my wits back once | 
recover some more, then you'll be hearing jokes that go way 
over your head." 


"Mim." 


Dora took that as a cue to allow him to sleep. She really did 
believe he earned it, and not just because of his work on the 
roof. She was feeling much, much better after talking to him. 


1-C- -A- -T- -C- -H-! 
!-B- -E- -A- -D- -S-! 


For the rest of the week, Dora insisted that Kyle practiced 
two hours every day on using Move. Eventually he was 
doing it much better, and all the boxes had slowly been 
repositioned quite a bit by Friday. When the boxes were 
completely out of the way of the center area of the floor, 
Dora brought in a rug for the center of the room, as well as 
the curtains she promised. 


Kyle had also taken to practicing with his chair, which was 
much easier and actually helped him see his progress better. 
Once Dora instructed him on how to augment just how much 
psynergy he was using during the casting, he quickly 
grasped how to do that and was making even faster progress 
at control and strength. It actually made him feel very good 
about himself. His father, who had been his previous 


instructor, never really stayed around to watch him practice, 
nor was he very detailed with his instructions. When Kyle 
explained that to Dora, she became irritated, saying it was 
crucial for adepts who are just learning to have someone 
experienced constantly helping them. She said it was no 
wonder he wasn't very good at using psynergy, and 
promised to fix it. 


The young man wasn't sure how he felt about that. It was 
almost as if he was another project for Dora to fix--of which 
she had many. By the end of the week, the entire shop 
looked brand new, and she had even managed to increase 
business slightly by putting up a large, freshly-painted sign 
advertising their new wares. The redhead wanted to do 
more, but as the week was coming to an end, she told Kyle 
she was going to just write up a list of things for the next 
week. He also wasn't sure how to feel about that. Was she 
just trying to find things for them to do? 


Still, with the deal ending on Saturday after the dinner she 
promised to make him, it wasn't like he would be forced to 
work anymore. He'd finished everything she asked. There 
may have been a complaint or two, sure, but he felt 
more...obligated to work willingly after she caught him from 
falling off the roof. Breaking several bones wasn't an 
experience he wanted to go through. 


Kyle was looking forward to the dinner. He fell in love with 
Dora's cooking, and halfway through the week he told her to 
just surprise him for lunch every day. Every meal had been a 
hit, and it seemed to make her happy, which was a bonus. 
After all, he was allowed naps more frequently with her ina 
good mood. 


On Friday, Dora worked Kyle the hardest yet. It was obvious 
she had done so in preparation for the deal ending. He 


didn't have a single chance for a nap, and at the end of the 
day, as he walked away while she locked up, his mind was 
only on how great it would feel to collapse on his bed and 
sleep peacefully. He figured he'd have to rest a lot for the 
work that was likely to come the next day, anyway. 


"Kyle, wait up!" Dora called, running up to catch him. The 
two of them ended up staying a little late, so only a glimpse 
of the sun was still in the sky. Kyle stopped walking and 
allowed Dora to catch up to him. 


"Yeah?" he asked. 


Dora took Kyle's hand and slapped a small piece of paper in 
it. "I thought it would be neat to make it official," she said 
with a bright grin. "I would've given this to you earlier, but | 
didn't want your mind to be on it all day." 


Kyle looked at the card and saw that it was an invitation to 
her dinner on Saturday night. A small smile appeared on his 
face as he realized she tended to go overboard on just about 
everything. 


"Glitter and everything, huh?" 


"Well, I'm really excited, actually," Dora said with a light 
blush. "We worked hard this week, and I'm going to go all 
out on the meal. You're the first new guest we'll have ina 
long time." 


She eyed Kyle and her grin actually widened. "In fact..." she 
said, "I convinced my grandfather to give us both the day 
off. You get to sleep in, and | can spend the day cooking." 


Kyle looked at her in shock. "This is the first | heard of it..." 
he said slowly. "Are you sure?" 


Dora nodded. "Yeah, | wanted to be the one to tell you. 
Sort've an extra surprise... | expected you'd like the day off. 
Was | right?" 


"Definitely," Kyle exclaimed with a happy smile. "I'm pretty 
sore after today." He rubbed his shoulder and winced 
jokingly. 


"Don't be a baby," Dora said with narrow eyes as she folded 
her arms. "It's good for you." 


Kyle raised his eyebrow. "How does your boyfriend manage 
with you?" 


He couldn't dodge the rough poke in his chest from her 
finger. "He's a hard worker, too. He's been working all week 
to help some of the Venus adepts and Sages set up that 
Wise One monument on Mt. Aleph." 


Kyle turned to look at Mt. Aleph with Dora. In the dying light, 
he could just barely make out the monument, which 
consisted of a big round rock perched on a ledge. "The 
Boulder thing, huh?" 


"It's not a boulder. It'll be a replica of The Wise One when 
they're finished. James helped select the spot and position 
it." 


Kyle shrugged. "I'm sure my name for it will catch on. 'The 
Boulder' is easier than 'that replica of The Wise One', right?" 


Rolling her eyes, Dora did not respond to that. Instead, she 
replied with, "He's a hard working man, and look where it's 
gotten him. If you worked regularly as hard as you did this 

week, you'd be a happier person and have a girlfriend in no 
time." 


"Mm, maybe, but I'm not ready for that sort of thing." 


Kyle started to walk toward his house. He invited Dora to 
walk with him until they would have to part ways halfway 
there. 


"Be that as it may, it would certainly make my job easier..." 
Dora commented as she fell in step beside him. 


A quiet yawn was all that came from Kyle's mouth. It was 
exhausting work making her job easier. It's not like she had 
to do those things either. She wrote up lists and chose to do 
the things on him--nobody was forcing her. 


"Thank you, though. | really appreciate the help this week, 
Kyle. I'll work extra hard tomorrow to show you how happy | 
am you worked with me." 


Kyle turned to see Dora smiling at him. It wasn't a proud grin 
or a mocking smirk that he often saw from her. The one he 
was looking at was sincere, pretty, and cute. He liked her 
genuine smiles much more. They were slightly infectious, 
and pleasant to look at. Staring at her fora moment, he 
decided to bump her rating up to an eight. Her cooking 
alone landed her an extra point. 


"Don't mention it," he said as he turned to look straight 
ahead. 


As they walked silently beside each other, he felt like there 
was more he should say. In his tired state of mind, he 
couldn't figure out what it was, though. After racking his 
brain, he finally gave up and just remained silent. If he 
couldn't think of it, it probably wouldn't have been 
important enough to say anyway. 


He could feel Dora beside him, her lighter steps mixed in 
with his heavy, sluggish ones. The card was still in his hand, 
and he decided to take another look at it. It looked about as 
professional as anything else she worked on. It was 
incredibly odd at how she took pride in just about 
everything she worked on, right down to a simple card. After 
all, he knew there was a dinner Saturday at her house. All 
she had to tell him was the time and be done with it. Why go 
the extra length? What purpose was there? It was just a 
waste of time, wasn't it? Kyle just couldn't figure it out. 


"I'll see you tomorrow, Kyle. Remember not to come in to 
work," Dora said brightly beside him. 


Kyle stopped walking and looked around to realize they had 
already come to the division in the road that Dora had to 
take. He hadn't even realized it. As he rubbed his sore eyes, 
he said, "Ah, yeah. See you tomorrow." 


"Bye!" 


Waving, Kyle said goodbye and watched as Dora gripped her 
bag at her side and walked on alone to her house, just as the 
sun was disappearing completely. He wasn't sure if it was his 
exhaustion or not, but he almost thought Dora had a little 
skip in her step. The young man wondered if it was in 
anticipation for the next day. 


Yawning, he shook his head and continued on his way. "That 
girl is something else," he murmured quietly. 


End: Chapter Two 


*Chapter 3*: Chapter 3 


How Heroes Are Made 
By Joker's Specter 


Chapter the Third 


It was a hot day, just like every other had been that week. 
The people of Vale went about their business as usual. High 
up on Mt. Aleph a crew made up of a couple Sages, several 
Venus adepts, and James were putting some finishing 
touches on positioning the large boulder that would serve as 
a replica of The Wise One. James was discussing some things 
with the Sages while the Venus adepts carefully built 
supports around the spherical rock. 


Down at the base of Mt. Aleph, in a cottage off to the far side 
of the village, smoke was bursting from the chimney ata 
rapid rate. All of the windows were open, allowing the house 
to vent as Dora worked hard at preparing a fancy dinner. She 
wanted it to be one of her best, and was toiling away non- 
stop for hours in an effort to succeed. Every single cooking 
Skill she knew was being put to use. One of the reasons she 
was so good at cooking was the equipment she had at hand. 
In the center of her house was a large fiery machine that she 
had James install. With a chef's touch, the machine could 
prepare food flawlessly, which is always how Dora wanted it. 
And, more importantly, it was how Dora needed it that day. 


Sweat was running down her face as she rushed around the 
little house. Dora's mother had gone out to help gather 
supplies, which left Dora to single-handedly manage things 
until she returned. It was quite hectic, but a fun challenge. 
Well, fun until she completely forgot about a pot of soup that 


was cooking and had to throw it out once it was ruined. That 
irritated her somewhat, and she made sure the pot knew it 
when she slammed it back down to restart the soup. 


Dora forced a smile to remain on her face, however. Walking 
to the counter with various ingredients strewn about on it, 
her mind wandered to imagine the end result of her hard 
work. It would be an amazing meal. She would make sure of 
it, even if it killed her. It would be the dinner to end all 
dinners. A five star meal. The best in all of Vale. It had to be 
the best, or else... 


She paused to catch her breath. While running her hands 
through her red hair, she suddenly wondered if maybe she 
was setting the bar too high for herself. The meal didn't have 
to be perfect--just great. If she tried too hard, it might end 
up ruined anyway. But still, she had some people to impress. 
Her mom would be there, as would her grandfather. Dora 
knew those two liked her food no matter what. Then there 
was Kyle... She promised she'd make it delicious for Kyle-- 
and good for him wasn't exactly a hard thing to accomplish. 


Those three would accept mediocre cooking, but the final 
dinner guest was James... She needed to make it special for 
him. But he enjoyed everything she cooked, too, so short of 
perfect would hopefully work, right? 


Dora's face hardened as she pounded her fist into her palm. 
No! This was going to be a celebration, a reward, an 
expression and test of her abilities, and an attempt to save 
something important to her all at once. She would make it 
perfect for everybody; wonderful, tasty, and everyone would 
love it more than anything, and then James would-- 


A hissing sound suddenly filled the room. She squeaked and 
ran to the soup as it boiled over. "Not again!" 


I-M- -R- -R- -R- -R-! 
I-M- -R- -R- -R- -R-! 


"I'm going out!" Kyle called to his parents. Just before he 
could step his foot out the door, his mom poked her head 
around the corner. 


“Out? Out where?" she asked, bewildered as her wild hair fell 
into her eyes. She brushed it out of the way quickly. "You 
never go out!" 


Even though Kyle was used to that, it still didn't make it any 
less annoying. "Mom, I already told you this several times. 
I'm going out to have dinner at my co-worker's place," he 
explained patiently. 


"Oh, right," she said with a smile. "Sorry--it's still something 
I'm getting used to. You don't even go out with friends 
anymore." 


Like that was supposed to make him feel any better. "I'll be 
back later, then." 


"It's a girl?" his mom suddenly questioned. 


Kyle braced himself. Why didn't he just sneak out instead, 
like he planned? "Yes, mom." 


His mom's face lit up, and within moments she was next to 
him. "Oooohhhhnh... Is she cute?" 


That type of thing was always a mystery to Kyle. Why did 
older women--especially parents--feel the need to play 
matchmaker or show a sudden interest when a boy gets 
around a girl? It was downright creepy. He'd bet anything 
that she'd wish she could be a fly on the wall at that dinner. 
A shudder ran through him. That would be just what he 


needed--his mom planning "dates" for him and Dora right in 
front of their parents. He'd been there before, and it didn't 
end well. 


He made a note to himself to never bring Dora around his 
mom. Clearing his throat, he turned to the door and said, 
"I'm going, Mom. I'll be late for the dinner." 


"Ahhh," she uttered with a sly smile. "Mustn't keep the fair 
princess waiting. I'll want to know what happened when you 
get home!" 


And people wondered why Kyle wasn't ready for a girlfriend. 
It's not that he didn't like to look at girls--his drawings were 
evidence that he was definitely interested. He simply didn't 
feel like going through the trouble just yet. His dad had 
actually told him to put it off for as long as possible. Good 
advice, sure enough, but Kyle didn't need his dad to tell him 
that. Five minutes with his mom was all it took for him to 
understand. He ignored his rather pesky mother and left the 
house. 


The sun was still hovering in the sky when Kyle made his 
way to Dora's house. The young man wasn't sure what to 
expect when he got there. An amazing meal, yeah, but what 
else? It never was quite so simple with Dora. He felt like he 
had to brace himself for...something, he just didn't know 
what. He probably would've felt better if his mom hadn't had 
one of her little episodes right before he walked out the 
door. There was something foreboding about it. A parent's 
actions were hardly ever innocent, he'd realized.7 


Thankfully, as he approached the cottage, everything 
seemed normal enough. A few voices could be heard from 
inside, and a nice smell filled the evening air. Kyle's 


concerns slowly began to wash away as he walked up the 
steps and knocked on the wooden door. 


The voices stopped, and a few seconds later the door swung 
open to reveal Dora. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail, 
and she was wearing an elegant blue dress that matched her 
eyes. Kyle suddenly felt under-dressed; he just walked over 
with the clothes he had been wearing since the previous 
day. 


"Hey!" she said, smiling brightly. "Managed to get out of 
bed, huh?" 


"You're hilarious," Kyle said with a deadpan voice. Then he 
spoke the first thing on his mind. "It smells really, really 
good." 


Dora actually winked at him. "Of course it does. Come on in-- 
everybody's waiting!" She motioned behind her and walked 
toward a table in the center of the room. 


Kyle looked past her at the other three people inside the 
brightly lit cottage. James, Mr. Romar, and a woman who Kyle 
assumed was Dora's mother were seated around a large 
wooden table. His attention was immediately taken away 
from the people, and set firmly on the meal that was spread 
out on the table. 


"Wow," Kyle murmured in surprise. An overwhelming feeling 
ran through him as he tried to take in the sight. He wasn't 
sure if he'd ever seen so much food in one place before. 


Clearly putting hard work into the dinner, Dora had prepared 
something that looked like it belonged to a king. Various 
types of meat--some of which Kyle had requested as a joke 
during the initial deal--were sitting in various spots around 
the table. There was a large loaf of fresh bread that was still 


steaming. Two pitchers of what looked like a delicious fruit 
drink were sitting on each end of the table. Even though all 
of that alone would probably fill him up, there were still 
things Kyle wanted to try if his stomach would allow it: 
salad, soup, and corn. To top it all off, there was a dish full of 
bird-shaped cookies for desert. Dora really had outdone 
herself. 


"Wow," Kyle repeated. 


"I think we can all agree to that," Mr. Romar said with a 
laugh. 


"Kyle, you've already met James. This is my mom, Kinny," 
Dora said with a quick motion to her mother. The woman 
looked like one might expect--an older Dora--except her eyes 
were hazel and her hair was a slightly darker shade of red. 


"Nice to meet you, ma'am," Kyle said with a courteous smile. 
"I'm honored to be able to join you for dinner." 


Dora shot him a look of surprise, clearly not expecting such 
manners from him. It was extremely satisfying to Kyle, and 
he couldn't help but feel just a little bit powerful in front of 
the usually overbearing girl. 


"I've heard a lot about you, Kyle," Kinny said. She reached 
out and shook his hand, smiling warmly at him. "And I think 
the first thing | need to do is thank you for carrying my 
daughter to the Sanctum a few days ago." 


"Yeah, thank you," James chipped in with a grin. "It's good to 
know Dora has someone keeping an eye out for her." 


Now it was Kyle's turn to be surprised--he wasn't used to 
praise like that. He just did what anybody would do, after all. 
His surprise was quickly replaced by curiosity as he caught 


an odd expression cross Dora's face. The young woman 
looked back at James, and even though Kyle wasn't the most 
observant person ever, he detected a hint of sadness in her 
eyes. It was fleeting, but definitely there. 


Dora suddenly whipped her head back toward Kyle, causing 
her hair to wrap around her shoulder. "So, Kyle!" she said 
with a bright grin. Kyle thought it looked forced. "Let's get 
you seated now that you've met the family." 


Kyle raised his eyebrows at her, but just nodded in 
agreement. He peeked around her and said to Kinny and 
James, "You're welcome--I'm sure she would have done the 
same for me," before Dora motioned to an empty seat for 
him to sit in. 


Once Kyle was seated, everybody gave their thanks for the 
food and started digging in. Being who he was, Kyle couldn't 
decide what he wanted to start with. Well, no, the cookies 
caught his eye first, but he was trying to have good 
manners. Those would have to wait. Everything else was 
giving him trouble, though. It all looked so good, and he 
wanted to try everything. It was just like one of the buffets 
that the town sometimes held for celebrations. Was every 
dinner of Dora's like this? It was so paralyzing that he finally 
grabbed the nearest thing only after his stomach growled. 
Following that, it was as if he was on a slippery slope, and he 
couldn't stop eating. 


The conversations held were mostly boring to Kyle, and if he 
was dragged into them his responses were hardly elaborate. 
He did pay close attention to the embarrassing stories Kinny 
told about Dora's childhood, however. The time Dora 
thought she was a boy for a few weeks was one of the 
funniest things Kyle had ever heard, and he would have 


liked to hear more, except a red-faced Dora put an end to 
that topic. 


Midway through the dinner, Kyle started to focus on things 
other than the food. The house was beautifully decorated, 
even moreso than his own. And it was so clean! He thought 
his mom was bad when it came to cleaning, but Dora and 
Kinny clearly were in a class of their own. The strong feelings 
he got when he looked at the house suddenly made him feel 
like he should wash himself, as if he wasn't clean enough to 
be there. 


The conversations drifted in and out of Kyle's ears as he 
continued filling his stomach. Every now and then he would 
put his focus on the speaker, but other than the usual things 
nothing really stood out. The village was discussed a lot, as 
was the Boulder that James had been working on. 


Kyle began noticing something...odd...about Dora. She 
seemed very fidgety or nervous, which wasn't like her at all. 
Throughout the dinner she appeared overly happy--even for 
her--or she would excuse herself at random times to step 
outside. When the topic of the Boulder came up, she clearly 
looked distressed. Her blue eyes kept looking from James to 
her food, as if she wasn't allowed to look at him and had to 
be secretive about it. 


She wasn't being herself, and Kyle actually found himself a 
little worried in addition to extremely curious. He hadn't 
known Dora for very long, but he was around her enough to 
figure out a few things about her. Something was definitely 
wrong with her. She was putting on a strong act, but it was 
an act nonetheless. He wanted to ask her what was wrong 
while they were sitting there, but what if it was something 
she couldn't speak about around the others? 


The source of her anxiety seemed to be James. Dora often 
chewed her lip when she glanced over at him, and the sad 
presence in her eyes increased. Several minutes went by 
without her even touching her food, and if she was spoken 
to, the replies were simple. It definitely wasn't like her at all. 


Kyle wanted to do something, but what? What could he do? 
What could he say? He hardly knew the first thing to do ina 
situation like that, and more importantly they were in the 
middle of a dinner at the moment. How could he find a way 
to casually get her away from everybody else to find out 
what was wrong? And what if she didn't want to tell him? 
Was it even his place to ask? 


He was surprised to find himself thinking on such a level, 
but the more he looked at Dora, the more fragile she 
appeared. It was making him disheartened just by seeing 
someone so strong in such a state. Once again, he found 
himself wishing women could be simpler. There was also the 
burning question of why he was noticing, or even caring. 


"Kyle, Dora... | hate to ask..." 


Kyle was jolted out of his thoughts when someone spoke his 
name. He turned to look at Mr. Romar, who had a pained 
expression on his face. Was something wrong with him, too? 


“Could you two do me a favor and run to my house and grab 
my medication? I've forgotten to take it, and | don't think | 
should eat another bite before | do," Mr. Romar said with a 
cough. Despite speaking to both of them, his eyes were on 
Kyle the entire time. They were focused and hard, drilling 
into Kyle's as if trying to say something. 


Kyle blinked as a knowing smile appeared on Mr. Romar's 
face. "Please?" the elderly man asked. 


"Oh, uh, yeah," Kyle said as he turned to meet Dora's stare. 
"Sure thing. We'll be right back." 


"Take your time," Mr. Romar said with a wave. "They're in a 
drawer beside my bed, inside a small pouch." 


When Dora stood up and walked to the door, Kyle gave the 
family a polite nod and walked quickly to catch up to her. 
They both exited into the warm night air, and immediately 
Kyle felt a little more comfortable. Most of the tension was 
left behind, inside the little cottage, and instead relief filled 
his senses. 


..until he looked at Dora. Her expression hadn't changed at 
all, and to make matters worse, there was a distant look in 
her eyes as she walked. Kyle wondered if she even realized 
he was there, trying to keep up with her hurried pace. 


"Um, Dora?" 


Dora slowed down a bit, but otherwise didn't do or say 
anything. 


Kyle tried again. "Dora?" 


She turned to look at him, and her eyes suddenly focused. 
An obviously false smile appeared on her face. "Hm?" 


Rubbing the back of his head, Kyle asked, "Is...something 
wrong?" 


Dora immediately turned away from him. "Of course not," 
she said. 


Kyle wasn't convinced. It was too glaring, unless she always 
acted that way outside of work. It troubled him that she 
wouldn't admit it. After all, he just wanted to find out and-- 


hopefully--see if he could easily help. He decided to give it 
another try. "Are you sure there's nothing you want to talk 
about?" 


"Talk about? Sure... How's the dinner?" she asked, flashing 
him another artificial smile. 


Suppressing a sigh, Kyle ran his eyes over her face. It was 
faint, but he could see the distress within her, cracking 
through the mask. So why wouldn't she talk to him? "That's 
not what | meant," he said slowly. "The food's incredible, 
though." 


He supposed there was nothing else to be done. With a 
shrug, the young man looked straight ahead as they 
approached the bridge that would cross over to the Mayor's 
house, which would lead them to Mr. Romar's home just 
below the Mayor's. A few yards away, a sparkling waterfall 
shone in the fading sunlight. Kyle tried to focus on the sound 
to help keep his attention off of Dora's problems. 


It was working, until Dora suddenly whispered, "James is 
probably going to leave me." 


It took Kyle a moment to realize that Dora was actually going 
to start confiding in him. He pulled himself together and 
said, "I...see... I'm sorry, Dora." Immediately he felt stupid for 
not having something else to say. But what was there? He 
wanted to hit himself. 


Dora kept her gaze at the ground. "He told me yesterday... 
He wants to become a Sage, and they can't have 
relationships. That's why | worked so hard on this dinner. | 
was hoping to...! guess | was hoping to convince him to 
Stay." 


Kyle stared at her. The boyfriend wanted to become a Sage? 
That was pretty unexpected. How was he supposed to fix 
that? 


"He...he's been working around them," Dora's trembling 
voice started to speak faster. "They've been talking, and...he 
wants to be one. He hasn't decided yet, but..." 


Kyle was starting to understand now. Dora put her all into 
the dinner to impress James, not him. And the nervous 
glances throughout the night--she just wanted James to like 
it enough to stay with her. She was putting herself out there 
completely. Kyle didn't even want to try to imagine what else 
she had planned to convince her boyfriend to stay with her. 


"I'm just...lost. | don't know what to do," Dora said. She 
sniffed and shivered a bit. "I love him. We planned our whole 
future together--that's why I took the job at the shop. I've 
been with him for so long..." 


It was weird that Dora suddenly started spilling all of this to 
Kyle. Nobody had done this with him before. Yet, here was 
someone he'd only known for a week, telling him some of 
her innermost feelings. She was so...vulnerable. It was unlike 
the Dora he had known up to that point. He truly felt sorry 
for her. Never before had he seen someone who appeared 
helpless. 


He wanted to say something--anything--to fix the situation. 
But what was there? Thinking of the easiest response, Kyle 
tried to give a comforting smile and said, "But there's still 
hope, right? You shouldn't give up yet." 


Dora didn't reply to that. Kyle's heart suddenly felt very 
heavy as he realized that she probably had given up. So 
what could he say in a case like that? He watched her eyes 
grow distant again. How could he help her get back to the 


strong person he knew she was? Seeing her in such a weak 
state was like a weight was being pressed down on him, and 
he didn't even know why it was bothering him so much. He 
only knew he wanted to fix it. But what should he do? What 
should he do? 


A tear rolled down Dora's cheek. Kyle felt sick. "Dora, I--" 


"At least the dinner was good, right?" Dora said with watery 
eyes. She turned and smiled up at Kyle. "You liked it. I'm 
glad." 


Kyle stared at her face. No, he realized, it wasn't her true 
face. She was trying so hard to keep herself together. He 
couldn't look away. Even though she was smiling, it was just 
a mask. Her expression ran deep, and he could see she was 
calling for his help. Begging... Pleading. But nothing could 
be done... He wanted the throw up--he felt so distant, but at 
the same time a claw was piercing him and anchoring him 
there in her powerful gaze. Never before had he felt like 
that. His heart was pounding painfully in his chest. 


"|-| did..." he stammered quietly. The overwhelming feeling 
restricted him from saying anything else. He wanted to run 
away and reach out to her at the same time. How? How 
could somebody so strong appear so broken? And why did 
Kyle have nothing to say? Something--anything--he just 
wanted to say it! 


Dora's blue eyes studied Kyle's face for a moment longer, 
then turned away from him. The heavy weight on Kyle was 
suddenly eased just a bit, and he took a deep breath. The 
pair walked silently up to Mr. Romar's house and reached the 
door without another word. 


"You wait here..." Dora said. "I'll be right back with the 
medication." 


As Dora disappeared into the house, Kyle couldn't help but 
hate himself slightly. She confided in him--probably the first 
person she had told all of that to--and he let her down. He 
couldn't say or do anything, no matter how hard he thought 
or tried to. It just...was out of his hands. 


The pain in his chest remained, even though Dora wasn't 
beside him. Sighing, the adept sat down against the side of 
the house. He wasn't so hungry anymore. 


I-M- -R- -R- -R- -R-! 
!-M- -R- -R- -R- -R-! 


The rest of the dinner went fine, by most standards. Kyle 
certainly paid more attention to Dora and James, though. He 
only met James a few times, but the man seemed to be 
acting just like he always did. Except, of course, the 
constant discussion of how great the Sages were that he'd 
been working with. Dora was having a hard time forcing her 
happy attitude during the last part of the meal, as it 
appeared that James wasn't affected in the slightest by 
anything she had done. 


Kyle wasn't sure what to make of it all. A person should be 
able to do what they want in life, so he couldn't exactly 
dislike James for wanting to be a Sage. But then Kyle would 
look at Dora and immediately catch the wounded side of 
her, and he suddenly felt like James was being very selfish. It 
was even clear to someone like Kyle that she loved him 
deeply. 


"I'll help you with that, Kinny," James said with a smile as 
Dora's mom began gathering the dirty dishes. 


"Oh my, thank you James. That would be very helpful," the 
older woman said. 


Kyle immediately turned to look at Dora, but found that she 
was leaving her seat. "Excuse me," she said quietly before 
hasitly exiting the house. 


Feeling like a fish out of water, Kyle was about to offer to 
help with the clean up as well, but before he could say a 
word Mr. Romar cut in. "Would you mind accompanying me 
to my home, Kyle?" he asked. 


Kyle looked at the old man and felt like he couldn't refuse, 
even if he wanted to. There was something about the way he 
asked that told Kyle he had to go with him. 


"Yeah, | can do that," Kyle said with a simple shrug. He stood 
up out of his chair and walked around to help his employer 


up. 


"Well, thank you for coming, Kyle!" Kinny said brightly. "It 
was so nice to meet you." 


Kyle smiled and nodded respectfully. "It was nice to meet 
you too, ma'am." He thought he was getting good at the 
whole politeness thing. 


Mr. Romar and Kyle slowly made their way out of the door 
and down to the path. Once they were out of earshot of the 
house, Kyle wanted to tell Mr. Romar everything about Dora. 
However, as he opened his mouth to speak, he found that he 
couldn't put it into words. It was very confusing to him. What 
could possibly describe all that had happened and all that 
he had felt? 


"| went by the shop earlier today," Mr. Romar suddenly said. 
He smiled at Kyle, and added, "You two worked wonders on 
that place." 


Kyle smiled back, though it didn't feel real to him. The 
compliment was nice, but he just had too much on his mind. 
"Thanks, Mr. Romar." 


Mr. Romar chuckled. "You know, | appreciate the respect, but 
| think it's about time you go on a first name basis with me, 
don't you?" 


Kyle looked at the aging man with a confused expression. 
"Huh?" he uttered. "So | should call you--" 


"Isaac, yes." 


"Oh, okay," Kyle said. He scratched his head and stared at 
the ground. 


"| named my son Isaac, too... It's become sort of a family 
tradition. Dora wants to keep up that tradition," Isaac said 
with a sad smile. 


Kyle thought about Dora, and how she made plans for 
everything, including her future. James breaking up with her 
would probably be ruining the most important plan for her. 
He knew it meant more to her than just a plan, but that was 
a simple way for him to understand it. He could see why it 
was upsetting Dora so much. 


"She's having relationship troubles, isn't she?" 


Kyle's surprise at the question was obvious, so the old man 
shook his head sadly. "It's a shame. He's a nice kid, too." 


"| don't understand it," Kyle said quietly. "Why would he give 
up a person to be a Sage? What can he get out of being a 
Sage?" 


Isaac shrugged and looked up at the night sky. "A Sage, 
huh? So that's the issue... Well, who knows? Every person is 
unique. Maybe he was meant for it. Maybe in the end he'll 
regret it." 


"But...she loves him." Kyle still didn't understand what the 
reasoning behind James’ decision could possibly be. "A 
person or a lifestyle...isn't the choice obvious?" 


The old man started laughing, causing Kyle to jump. He 
certainly didn't see anything funny in what he had just said. 


"Oh, Kyle, | don't think you realize just how deep that saying 
goes. It even applies to you." 


Kyle stared at the old man while wearing a dumbfounded 
expression. "...huh?" 


The man smiled. "It's on a much smaller scale of course, 
but... How hard was it for you to work for Dora this past 
week?" 


Kyle wasn't sure where this was going. "It was hard." 


"And she's pretty much asking you to change your lifestyle 
to do so, correct?" Isaac asked. 


"I...guess So," Kyle said with a shrug. A few moments later it 
started to sink in. 


An understanding smile appeared on Isaac's face as Kyle 
started to realize it. A person, or a lifestyle... Kyle had been 
given the same choice, and it wasn't exactly easy for him, 
either. 


"| see..." Said the young adept quietly. 


Isaac sighed softly. "Even though she's very strong willed, 
she has a very big heart. Plus, she isn't one to take kindly to 
unexpected things, and | bet this was something out of the 
blue. It's going to be hard for her," he said sadly. 


Kyle didn't feel like the best person in the world at that 
moment. In the beginning, he had given Dora a lot of 
trouble, too. It was very hypocritical of him. "Yeah," he 
whispered. "Most likely." 


The two of them approached Isaac's house, and with a nod 
the older man said, "Perhaps we'll continue this discussion 
another time, Kyle. In the mean time, have a good night." 


Kyle bid the man good night as he disappeared into his 
house, and then slowly made his way home with his full 
attention on his thoughts. He was so focused that he forgot 
to sneak back in, and ended up having to give his mom a 
basic retelling of the dinner. He made sure to leave out 
everything that was weighing heavily on his mind. 


I-M- -R- -R- -R- -R-! 
I-M- -R- -R- -R- -R-! 


Dora didn't show up for work the next day. It was very 
problematic for Kyle, since he had hoped to make up for his 
lack of compassion the previous night by talking to Dora and 
possibly doing some chores she might have requested. That 
usually seemed to make her feel better, anyway. 


Instead, he received a message early in the morning from 
the guy he came to know as George. The message from Mr. 
Romar said, 


Kyle, 


Dora won't be coming in today, so you'll have to take care of 
things. Sorry. 


Isaac Romar 


And that was it. He heard nothing else about it the rest of 
the day. Kyle was tempted to go see what was wrong, but 
thought better of it when a few customers showed up to buy 
some items. With customers actually frequenting the store 
at any given time, he couldn't exactly leave it unattended. 


It was very strange being in the store alone. He had come to 
consider Dora and the fixed-up building one and the same. 
There was no more dust to lay his head in, no more garbage 
strewn about that reminded him of his room. It was an 
entirely different place now due to Dora. Without her there it 
just felt...incomplete. 


Kyle spent the rest of the day drawing and practicing Move. 
He was hoping to make some progress on the skill, but was 
quickly finding himself unfocused and lacking motivation. 
There was no fancy lunch to look forward to, and Dora wasn't 
there to compliment him on his progress. He felt like there 
was no point in doing it. So why bother, especially when he 
felt so down? 


Despite those negative thoughts, he found himself doing it 
almost out of routine. By the end of the day, he had made 
zero progress, but that didn't surprise him at all. His heart 
just wasn't in it. 


I-M- -R- -R- -R- -R-! 
I-M- -R- -R- -R- -R-! 


The following day, Kyle went to work expecting Dora to stay 
home again. To his surprise and relief, she was sitting at the 
item counter when he walked into the shop. He was about to 


ask her where she had been the day before, but he took one 
look at her and changed his mind immediately. 


The young girl looked like such a mess that even the very air 
around her appeared to be gloomy and depressing. Her eyes 
were pink and puffy, her lips looked dry, and after staring for 
a while Kyle could tell her hair was different--like she didn't 
bother fixing it up after she got out of bed. To add to things, 
Dora seemed exhausted. Her eyes were half-opened, and she 
didn't even give the impression of noticing when Kyle 
walked in. 


Kyle cleared his throat. "Hey Dora." 


Dora turned to him, her eyes opening a little more. "Hey," 
she said with a dry voice. "How are you?" 


Kyle doubted she was really curious, but he thought it might 
give him a chance to find out a little bit about what was 
going on without upsetting her further. "I'm okay. You?" 


She shrugged. 


"A few people came in yesterday," Kyle suddenly said; he 
didn't want to drop the conversation. He wanted something 
to happen. "They bought some items. The money's in the 
cashbox under your counter." 


Dora looked down at the cashbox and said, "That's good." 


Kyle bit his lip and rubbed his arm. Things weren't going as 
easily as he had hoped. He tried again, saying, "I practiced 
Move a little yesterday. | didn't get any better, though... | 
think | was too distracted." 


The awkward feeling in the air increased as Kyle realize he'd 
been standing in the same spot for several minutes, just 


staring at her. With slow movements, he made his way to his 
counter and added, "I also drew a few things." 


Dora's eyes didn't follow him. They were still staring at the 
cashbox. "Neat," she murmured. 


Kyle realized he wasn't doing a very good job. Still, he tried 
again. "What'd you do yesterday?" 


Just as he finished his sentence, he realized that he was 
probably being too direct, and wanted to take it back. What 
if she didn't want to talk about it? What if he offended her? 
He watched her intently, wondering what her reaction would 
be. 


Dora shrugged again. Kyle thought she wasn't going to say 
anything, but suddenly she blurted, "James broke up with 
me." 


Kyle had assumed that was the problem, but it was good to 
have it confirmed. Or, no, it wasn't good. It was horrible. 

Horrible for Dora... He stared at the girl and, while thinking 
of a response, noticed her shoulders were starting to shake. 


"The idiot's going to become a Sage. | tried so much," she 
said with a hard voice. It sounded like she was trying to hold 
back tears. "We were together for so long and...! loved him 
so much... Kyle, |...| told myself | wouldn't cry today..." 


It was then that Kyle noticed the drops falling off of her face. 
There were only a few at first, but soon it increased as she 
continued speaking. Whatever Kyle had done worked--she 
was certainly talking now. He just wasn't sure what it was he 
did. 


"| gave it my all...! showed him what a good wife I'd be. | 
begged him...he s-still left. | feel so empty." Dora's head 


slumped down onto the counter, and she covered her face 
with her arms. 


As a tight feeling grabbed at Kyle's chest, he had an 
overpowering desire to do something to help Dora. He just 
couldn't figure out what to do. However, he didn't want to 
stumble like the dinner night. She was confiding in him 
again, and he didn't want to screw it up again. 


He thought back to all the times he had been upset as a 
child. If he wasn't being punished, his parents would often 
sit with him and talk until he felt better. That seemed like a 
reasonable thing to do. However, once again, he didn't know 
what to say. Should he offer to beat the guy up? That was an 
amusing thought, but he was sure Dora would pass on it. He 
hoped, anyway. James had much more muscle packed on. 


Sighing a little bit louder than he intended to, Kyle grabbed 
his chair and dragged it over in front of Dora's counter. She 
didn't look up at him. 


"Dora," he said quietly. "I'm not the best person at this kind 
of thing," he admitted. "But | really don't want to see you 
sad and upset. | don't know what I can do for you, but 
maybe if you tell me..." He trailed off and left it at that. The 
words sounded pretty stupid, but hopefully they would at 
least show her he wanted to try. 


However, Dora's response nearly made him fall over. "You 
don't want to help me. You h-hate me," she choked out. 


Kyle's brain froze. What the heck was she talking about? He 
would be hard pressed to hate anybody. He decided to be 
patient with her, though. He wasn't a delicate person, but 
the situation needed it--he could feel it. "Dora, what do you 
mean?" 


Still not looking up, Dora said, "You think I'm pushy and 
annoying. The only way | got you to help me was with that 
stupid deal..." 


So that's what she meant. Kyle folded his arms and closed 
his eyes. "Dora, | don't hate you." 


"You do." 
"| do not hate you." 
"You do!" 


Kyle clenched his fists together. "Dora. | do not hate you. 
Stop saying it." 


"James does. You do, too." 


Kyle was starting to get a little impatient at her self-pity act. 
Forget being delicate. "I don't!" he exclaimed, opening his 
eyes and glaring at Dora. "Don't you tell me how | feel. 
Nobody knows what | feel but me, and | when I say | don't 
hate you, that means I don't hate you. | respect you." 


The words even surprised him. They just flowed out as if 
someone else was saying them. Even so, he knew it was 
honest, so he explained to her what he meant as she looked 
up in confusion. "Look at what you've done to this place, 
Dora. It's...really, really good." He winced a bit at how stupid 
he sounded, but went on. "And me... | may not have wanted 
to work on the shop or practice Move, but you didn't give up 
on me. Even my own dad didn't help me with my psynergy 
that much, and you figured out how to get me to help work-- 
my mom is still trying to figure that one out." 


Dora's red eyes were wide as tears continued falling from 
them. Kyle suddenly felt extremely vulnerable under her 


gaze. He wanted to end it there, but he strongly felt it was 
important to continue. A person was depending on him, and 
he couldn't give up. 


"You're pushy, you're bossy, and you're a perfectionist. 
Those things I can't deny. But I'm lazy, unmotivated, and it'll 
be a miracle if | can ever perfect a psynergy skill. We all 
have our flaws, and with mine being a common occurrence, 
how can | hate you for yours?" He motioned around the 
shop. "At least your flaws he/p you; you get things done, and 
better than anybody I know," Kyle said quietly. It took hima 
moment to realize he was still glaring at her. 


Dora looked down at the counter. "But...James..." 


"James is an idiot, plain and simple. And so are you if you 
feel like he left you because of who you are, or if you think | 
hate you. You're one of a kind, Dora. I've hardly known you 
and I can already see that," Kyle said with brutal honesty. It 
felt good. He didn't even know where it was all coming from, 
but at least he was saying something, instead of freezing up 
like before. The trick seemed to be worrying less about her 
feelings and more about being honest--that seemed to get 
him talking. 


The tears started flowing heavily from Dora's bright-blue 
eyes again, and her face twisted up like it was in pain. Kyle 
immediately wondered if he had said something wrong. The 
tight feeling in his stomach increased, and he started to feel 
sick again. 


"Oh, Kyle...I'm sorry..." Dora lowered her head into her arms 
again. "You're right, I'm sorry... It just hurts so much," she 
sobbed. 


Kyle looked at the crying young woman. Was that what love 
does to people? Why would people fall in love if it hurts 


them so much? Dora was a completely different person from 
what she had been a few days earlier. 


He couldn't help himself as he reached over the counter to 
place his hand on her shoulder. "Hey, c'mon Dora...this isn't 
like you. You're stronger than this. You're even stronger than 
me." 


"It h-hurts..." she repeated softly while crying. "I can't help 
it. | just started talking and | lost it..." 


She trailed off, and Kyle decided to leave it alone. If Dora 
couldn't help crying, then there was no point in asking her 
to stop. Instead, he just stayed there, rubbing her back from 
across the counter, with his fingertips grazing her hair. It 
was very uncomfortable stretching across the wood, and 
after a few minutes he pulled away. An empty feeling 
overcame him, and he felt useless again. As he looked at her 
messy hair, he realized more than ever that he had to do 
something for her. 


"Dora... Like | said, I'm not very good at this, so if there's 
something | can do for you, I'm more than willing to help 
out," he said gently. 


Dora turned her head in her arms. "I can't think of 
anything..." she whispered. 


The knot in Kyle's stomach grew. He wanted to help. "What 
about...beating up James? I'm sure there's still time to beat 
him up before he becomes a Sage. | might have to cheat a 

bit to win, though." 


To Kyle's surprise, Dora snorted into her sleeve, and then 
chuckled a bit. "Men," she choked out. 


He wasn't sure what she meant by that, but Kyle took it as a 
no. "I could..." 


As he was thinking, Dora reached out and took his hand that 
was on the counter. Kyle froze at the sudden, new touch. He 
wasn't sure why, but his heart started pounding rapidly. 


"Thanks...just keep that offer open for another day," she 
said, lifting her face and giving him the first genuine smile 
he'd seen from her for a while. It was very small, but still 
sincere. Even through her tear-streaked face, it gave hima 
glimpse of her strength again, easing the tight feeling in his 
stomach. 


"Y-Yeah..." he managed to stutter out. "I'll do that." 


Their eyes stayed locked for a while, and Kyle felt like he was 
supposed to do something else. He just couldn't figure out 
what it was. An odd feeling was coursing through his body, 
sending a tingling sensation up his neck and heating up his 
face. With a start, he realized he was actually getting 
flustered. 


And then Dora stood up, breaking the eye contact. 
Immediately, Kyle felt his breath return to him. 


"I...think I'm going to run home really quickly. | bet | look like 
a mess," Dora muttered quietly. 


Kyle wanted to tell her she looked fine, but he understood 
her well enough to know she wouldn't believe him. "That's 
Okay. I'll keep an eye on things until you get back." 


Dora smiled at him and left the shop without another word, 
shutting the door behind her. 


Kyle, still sitting in his chair and facing where Dora had been 
seated moments earlier, took a deep breath. That had been 
one of the most intense conversations of his life; almost as 
bad as the bird and the bees talk with his dad. He felt 
awkward for months after that one. 


As his thoughts overtook him, he didn't even hear Dora 
return a few seconds later. He jumped slightly and tensed up 
as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders, hugging him 
tightly. 


“Thank you," she said quietly. 
And then she was gone again, leaving a very surprised Kyle 


petrified in his chair. 


End: Chapter Three 


*Chapter 4*: Chapter 4 


How Heroes Are Made 
By Joker's Specter 


Chapter Quatre 


And now, back to our regular programming. 
-Joker 


The next few weeks were about as normal as Kyle could hope 
for in the wake of Dora's breakup with James. Dora didn't cry 
in front of him anymore after that one time, and although 
she was noticeably less happy and energetic, he could see 
some improvement in her as time passed. The first week she 
didn't speak much unless Kyle talked to her first-which was 
very uncomfortable for him, since he wasn't sure if she even 
wanted to talk. For the most part he just spoke to her when 
it was necessary for the shop, but then he started to wonder 
if she might want the company, and began to speak to her 
more frequently about random topics. 


That-combined with his small efforts to cheer her up-seemed 
to brighten her mood just enough. Kyle could tell she was 
still depressed, but the fact that she would flash a tiny smile 
every now and then was enough to give him some relief. It 
was still an unusual situation for him, but he thought he was 
catching on well enough. 


One day, he began to wonder why he was so interested in 
her all of the sudden. It wasn't exactly his business, and 
Dora wasn't all that close of a friend. It had even taken him 
several days to convince himself they were friends-even if 
he didn't have the best idea of what having a close friend 


was like. So why was he bothered by her situation? Despite 
trying not to think about it, his mind would wander back to 
the subject eventually. He originally decided it was boredom, 
but the more involved he got, he realized that wasn't the 
case either. It just wasn't like him, and he felt weird about it. 


Still, Kyle tried to push the apprehensive thoughts to the 
back of his mind, and just acted according to his instincts. It 
seemed that his instincts had changed quite a bit since the 
dinner night, because he found himself helping Dora 
willingly around the shop. The talk with Isaac had done quite 
a bit for the young adept, and Kyle put forth a greater effort 
with each week. Soon enough they had nothing to do, and 
Dora had to write up a new list. The new list contained 
things that would help attract customers, including new 
additions to the weapons Kyle would sell. 


"Sticks?" Kyle asked with a bewildered tone. "You want me to 
sell sticks?" 


Dora nodded and took the list from him. "Yep, sticks that we 
Shape and condition. They'll be more like staves than a stick 
when we're done," she explained. 


Clearly the breakup had done more to Dora's mind than Kyle 
had originally thought. "Um... Why are we going to sell 
sticks, Dora?" he asked, leaning back in his chair. This one 
should be good, he thought. 


“Because they're safer, and good for practicing. Plus, | 
expect a lot of kids would be thrilled to have them." 


"You expect." 


Dora poked Kyle's forehead playfully, causing him to flinch. 
"Didn't you ever play swordfight as a kid with your friends?" 


Thinking back to his rather boring life, Kyle shook his head. 
He never really had a friend close enough that he could 
imagine pretending to swordfight with. All the other kids in 
Vale would hang out with him if he joined them, sure, but he 
rarely could be bothered to do that, let alone pick up a stick 
against them. "No..." he finally said. "I did try fighting my 
mom once with a mop while she had a broom, but | lost. 
After that, | can't really recall anything similar." 


The red-haired girl stared at Kyle. "You lost?" she asked after 
a beat of silence. 


Shrugging, Kyle replied, "She cheated." 


Dora smirked. "Okay, well... It's something I've seen quite a 
bit before. | think it'll be great for busine-Oh/ We could even 
paint them, or take orders for custom sticks!" 


As hard as it was to grasp someone getting excited over 
sticks, Kyle forced himself to get on board with the idea. 
Dora usually knew her stuff, so the young man had to go 
with his gut feeling to trust her. 


"Besides, you like carving, right? We can make them while 
we sit here if we're ever bored." 


Kyle was about to say he was always bored at the shop, but 
immediately realized it wasn't true anymore. With Dora 
around, things were more active. Not exactly fun, but he was 
doing things other than sitting. 


“There's another important matter I'd like to ask you 
about..." Dora said quietly. 


There always seemed to be one more thing. "What is it?" 
Kyle asked. 


Dora opened her mouth to speak, but then closed it and 
seemed to consider something. Finally, she grabbed her 
chair and dragged it over in front of Kyle's counter so they 
were face-to-face. Kyle braced himself for the worst job she's 
given him yet. 


"You know the festival that's coming up next week?" Dora 
questioned, looking right into Kyle's eyes. The young man 
learned that Dora stared right into a person's eyes when she 
wanted something. 


The upcoming festival that she mentioned was none other 
than the annual celebration of Vale's founding. It was 
usually just a party in the evening held in the plaza, with 
some dances and songs, and maybe a few games and stands 
that sold food and other wares. That year's festival would be 
especially important, because the monument for the Wise 
One had been completed on Mt. Aleph, and the festival 
would be celebrating that accomplishment as well. 


"Yeah...? What about it?" Kyle questioned apprehensively. 
She seemed to enjoy asking things that surprised him. 


Dora's face stayed firm. "I'm going to have a stand for selling 
pastries that I'll be making," she said. 


So far so good. She was looking at him like there was some 
bad news, so even the thought of Dora making something 
for the festival wasn't enough for him to celebrate just yet. 
"Okay," he said, showing he understood so far. 


Dora jumped right to the point. "I need help, and I'd like it if 
you would assist me," she explained. "The shop will be 
closed on the day of the festival, so I'll be baking all 
morning. And | might need to prepare some things the night 
before, too, which | could use some help with." 


Kyle was fairly surprised. He never expected Dora would ask 
him to help her bake. But then again, she had asked him to 
do a lot lately that he didn't think she would request, so it 
wasn't exactly out of the ordinary. "You really want my help 
with baking?" he asked with a hint of surprise in his voice. 


"Yes," Dora said, nodding while keeping her eyes on Kyle's. 
Then she paused, and considered something. "Well, no, not 
the actual baking process. | would just want your help 
preparing things. My mom's going to be busy at the Inn 
making food for the festival's eating contest, otherwise she 
would do it." 


Scratching his chin, Kyle considered her proposal. He had no 
real reason to turn her down, except he might lose a few 
hours of sleep. That was something he had been missing a 
lot of lately. But on the bright side, there was the fact that 
he'd be right there while Dora baked-she might let him 
sample things, or she might even bake him a few special 
treats. The thought delighted him. 


Or she wouldn't let him eat a thing, which would definitely 
make it torture and therefore not worth it. 


As if she read his mind, Dora said, "I'll reward you with some 
cookies or something." 


"It's a deal," Kyle said immediately. Then he frowned, 
suddenly feeling like a person who was too easy to get. He 
assured himself he would play hard to get next time she 
wanted something-at least until the sugary reward count 
increased. 


"Great!" Dora exclaimed. Her genuine smile appeared on her 
face, and Kyle suddenly felt even more comfortable taking 
on the job. "You have no idea how much this means to me. | 
would've been in trouble." 


Kyle leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. "Helping 
damsels in distress is what | do," he said while flashing a 
grin. He wanted to wink, but he felt a little stupid by even 
saying that. 


"That was cheesy," Dora remarked with a blank face. 


Kyle rubbed the back of his head and tried to think of 
something to save himself. With no ideas, he instead blurted 
out, " You're cheesy." 


Dora reached over and patted Kyle on the head. "It's still too 
early for you, huh?" 


Smacking his head on the counter, Kyle muttered, "Yes. 
Hush." 


Smiling, Dora stood up. "Well, while you regain your dignity, 
| think I'm going to go find some decent sticks." 


By the time Kyle looked up, Dora was gone. Sighing, he 
slumped his head back down on the counter, saying, "Leave 
it to the damsel to make the hero feel unappreciated." 


I-R- -O- -M- -A- -R-! 
I-A- -R- -M- -O- -R-! 


Dora was fully intending on getting some sticks, but she 
immediately found herself distracted. Instead of watching 
where she was going, she walked towards the trail that led 
to upper Vale, and proceeded to get lost in her musings. 


To Dora, it was obvious that Kyle was attempting to keep her 
happy. It was so unlike the Kyle she had first walked in on 
that she often found herself wondering if she would 
suddenly wake up from a bizarre dream. As time wore on, he 
kept at it, and soon she couldn't help but smile when he 


tried his hardest. The young woman appreciated it, and 
found it cute, but deep down she knew only time could 

completely heal her. Even then, she wasn't sure it would 
happen; James had been everything to her. 


She often thought of how she used to walk with him late into 
the night and talk about their future while holding hands. 
They planned everything, right down to what style of clothes 
their kids would wear. The red-head could see just how their 
kids would look in her mind's eye. If she focused hard 
enough, she could even count how many freckles they had. 
That future had been the driving force of her life. Taking the 
job at the shop wasn't a casual whim-she and James were 
planning on being wed by the end of the year. She wanted 
to have the money for that dream and for their own home. 


And then the unthinkable-her plans actually fell apart. Life 
went in a completely different direction. James... Dumb 
James... Dumb, idiotic, stupid, stupid, stupid James! What 
right did he have breaking up with her after all she did for 
him? And just a week after she got the job that would 
catapult them to reach their goals? It was absurd! 


Bitterly, Dora often thought of a future where James came 
crawling back to her, pleading for her to take him back. She 
would let him beg for hours, then tell him she'd think about 
it, maybe tease him a little bit in the process. Then, just 
when his hopes would be up, she'd shatter them by 
grabbing the nearest guy and going out with him instead. 
They'd flaunt themselves all around town, and James would 
be forced to see them or hear mention of them wherever he 
went, forever reminding him of what he lost. 


Dora caught herself before she went any further. It always 
happened like that; she would think of one thing, and 


eventually her thoughts would lead to ways of hurting that 
brainless oaf James. 


Suddenly, her face fell. She sighed and jammed her hands 
deep into her pockets. No, she thought, not brainless. Not at 
all... He was smart, witty, funny, charming, and most 
importantly, during the relationship he cared for her. He 
acted like the perfect gentleman to her. When she 
envisioned a man, it was always him she saw. He was the 
only person she could have ever pictured as her husband. 


Dora took a deep breath and kicked a rock softly. Even 
though weeks had passed, she still couldn't get her mind off 
of him. She'd learned to mostly control her emotions, and 
even found slight happiness in small things, but he was 
always there in her head, still making her fall in love with 
him over and over again, if not making her visualize her 
revenge against him. 


The red-head sniffed and allowed her eyes to travel skyward, 
up Mt. Aleph's rocky face to a ledge midway up the 
mountain. There stood the monument to the Wise One that 
her ex-boyfriend helped create and position. When she first 
heard that they had completed it, she didn't want to even 
see it, as it reminded her of him. However, looking at it the 
past few days, she couldn't help but find the beauty in it. 
The Wise One's unblinking eye would forever watch over 
Vale and its people. It was symbolic in a way-almost poetic. 
How could a man who worked on that precious statue give 
up a life of romance to be a sage? It just didn't make sense 
to Dora, and she considered herself the most sensible person 
around! 


A few men walked by in the distance, chatting loudly to 
each other. Dora wasn't feeling very social, so she changed 
her route and began moving away from them, cutting 


around behind a house and walking towards a bridge. What 
was she doing, anyway? 


Sticks. That's right-that's what she was supposed to be 
looking for. The adept frowned at her own stupidity-she 
shouldn't have even been on the pathway searching for 
sticks. The sturdiest branches were probably deeper into the 
forest. Dora made a beeline for the nearest gap in the trees, 
tied her hair back with some decorative bands from her 
pocket, and began looking around the ground for anything 
that looked like it would make a decent tool to hit other 
sticks with. Or maybe something to whack James upside the 
head with. That made her wonder if it was possible to 
actually knock some sense into someone. Maybe she could 
get her revenge and her boyfriend back in one swift thwap 
to his skull. 


She found some great specimens within a few minutes of 
traveling through the thick forest. After those few, though, 
she had a difficult time, and opted to move off the pathway. 
It turned out being the wisest choice. After ten minutes of 
searching off the path, she had an armful of great sticks. 
They would need work, but as they had done with the store, 
she knew that she and Kyle could turn them into amazing 
works of art. Especially if Kyle really could carve worth 
anything. 


As Dora weaved through the forest, taking an alternate-most 
likely longer-route back to the store, something caught her 
the attention of her blue eyes. Tired of carrying the sticks, 
she dropped them, wiped her hands clean, moved her bangs 
out of her eyes, and then traversed over the brush until she 
came to a small clearing where sunlight was allowed 
through to bathe everything in a small radius. Dora walked 
to the middle of the clearing and looked up at what had 
distracted her. 


A grin crept onto her face. "Perfect," she said quietly. 


!-R- -O- -M- -A- -R-! 
!-A- -R- -M- -O- -R-! 


"Perfect," Kyle approved as he looked over the sticks Dora 
had brought him. "They'll work great, if I'm thinking of this 
the same way you are." He still wasn't sure he understood 
what Dora wanted with the whole stick thing. "What are we 
doing, again?" 


"It's not that difficult. You make them like swords or staves, 
then I'll paint and decorate them," Dora said, as if she had 
explained this a thousand times. 


Kyle nodded and grabbed one of the larger sticks out of the 
pile. "Thought so. But it's going to be a little bit harder than 
that, you know." 


"What do you mean?" Dora said. 


"Well, if we want them to be really good, we have to do more 
than paint them. I'm not sure of all the steps-we could 
probably talk to a furnisher about that, but I think there's a 
finishing process and some way of helping it so the paint 
doesn't chip. 


The female adept arched an eyebrow. "I don't think we need 
to go through all that," she said with an amused smile. 
"We're going to sell these dirt cheap, anyway." 


Shrugging, Kyle placed the stick back in the pile. "If you say 
so. | still think it's a silly idea, to be honest." 


Dora playfully pushed Kyle. "Well, gee, thanks for the 
support," she said in a mock-hurt tone of voice. "Though, | 
am impressed you tried to take the stick idea as far as you 


suggested. | think you're actually starting to care about the 
shop!" 


Kyle pouted. "Oh darn. You're on to me," he said casually. 


Dora grinned. "Enough about sticks. | have something else 
to talk to you about. | think you'll be really excited for it!" 


The young man's ears perked up at that. Dora had come to 
know him fairly well lately, so if she thought he'd be excited, 
well...chances are it was more than true. Not to mention, she 
was much happier coming back than when she had left. She 
had all of his attention. 


"I'm listening," he said, leaning back in his chair and folding 
his arms. 


Dora moved the sticks off the counter, placing them in the 
corner, and then reached into her pocket. 


“Guess what | have here," she said, jiggling her hand around 
to show she was holding something in her pocket. 


One thing came to Kyle's mind when it came to surprises 
and Dora. He was certain it wouldn't be right, but it was the 
only thing he could come up with. "Food?" Kyle guessed. 


Dora frowned. "Of course you'd guess that first," she said, 
pulling her hand out of her pocket and tossing an apple to 
Kyle. 


"Fruit?" he said. "What does an apple have to do with 
anything?" 


Dora leaned against the counter. "I figured out one way you 
can help me prepare for the festival. If all goes well, | can 


also show you a psynergy skill in the process. It's been a 
while since we've been on that." 


"Well, yeah...but I still haven't mastered 'Move'," Kyle 
pointed out. 


"True, but who said you had to learn only one skill ata 
time?" 


Kyle thought about that fora moment. "My capacity for 
multitasking?" he finally answered meekly. 


"Oh, ha-ha," Dora said sarcastically. She wasn't expecting 
him to actually answer that question. "I thought we rid you 
of your laziness." 


This brought a sigh from Kyle. He knew he was going to give 
in, but he still didn't like the idea of it. Why did Dora think 
he'd be excited for this? Psynergy just wasn't him. The adept 
tossed the apple back to Dora. "What's the plan, then?" 


Dora grinned brightly. Kyle had to admit it was hard to deny 
her when she was that happy. 


"| found some apple trees deep into the forest," she told him 
as she began cleaning the apple with her shirt. "I don't think 
they belong to anybody because there are no pathways, so | 
won't feel bad if we use them for the festival," she 
explained. 


"The festival? What do you mean?" 


The female adept held the apple up and motioned to it as if 
she were making a sales pitch. "With this fantastic 
ingredient, we can make apple pies!" the young woman 
explained, underlining and motioning to the apple 
dramatically with her other hand. 


Kyle groaned and put his head in his hands, also 
dramatically. "Just great," he muttered. 


Dora's smile dropped. "What? What's wrong?" 


Kyle looked up with an expression of defeat. "You just had to 
pick the one thing | don't like." 


After a moment's silence, Dora actually started to laugh 
lightly. "And here | thought you weren't human! | was hoping 
I'd find something you didn't like sooner or later," she 
teased. "Now | can threaten you with bad cooking!" 


"Apples are disgusting," Kyle complained, shooting Dora a 
dirty look. He didn't want to tell her why he thought so. He 
bit into an old one as a child that had a worm in it. Every 
time he had apples since then, he could feel the wriggling 
chunks in his mouth. "Apple pies are hardly better. Why'd 
you have to pick those?" 


Dora took a bite out of the apple and began moaning as if 
she were eating the greatest thing the world had to offer. 
"Mmmmm... Delicious!" she said, winking at Kyle. She 
started to giggle at her own antics as her co-worker stuck a 
finger in his throat and made a fake gagging sound. Apple 
juice started to run out of her lips and down her chin. 


Kyle watched her face for a moment, and then turned away 

with a slightly pink tint to his cheeks. "So gross," the young 
man grunted, waving her off. Then he laid his head down on 
the counter in his arms as if he didn't want to watch her eat 
the apple anymore. 


As Dora continued to giggle at herself and make more 
teasing comments on how tasty the apple was, Kyle couldn't 
help but smile. She was definitely acting better than before. 


He could watch apple juice dribble down her lips all day if it 
meant she'd keep laughing and smiling. 


His heart skipped a beat as he thought of that moment, and 
for a few seconds he lost his smirk. He thought of her lips 
curving into that infectious, teasing smile as she chewed. 
That girlish laughter-forcing the liquid out between her lips- 
sucked him in like nothing he'd ever felt before. Following 
that, the juice just seemed to draw attention to how full her 
lips looked. Were they really that pretty? Her eyes definitely 
are, he thought. What was it he rated her again? An eight? 
Nine? Kyle couldn't even remember-his thoughts were so 
distorted. Dora radiated a nine, at the very least. Why hadn't 
the he noticed before? Dora's sapphire eyes were so deep 
and intelligent, and the curve of her lips couldn't have been 
more perfect when she smiled. 


And Dora thought he was cheesy before. What would she 
say if he told her how he was starting to feel about her? 


Kyle's brain came to a sudden halt. His heart started 
pounding as he began to realize that he might be attracted 
to her. He quickly ran over in his mind if there anything 
about her that he didn't like. Yes, yes, of course there was, 
he suddenly remembered-she was an overbearing control- 
freak. What she wanted she got, and that didn't sit well with 
him and his needs. 


But then, Dora was beautiful. The red, wavy hair looked like 
it couldn't be more perfect. It was both beautiful and 
natural, unlike some other girls in Vale. And he found 
himself staring more and more at her eyes. Those amazing 
eyes... When she smiled, they smiled. They sparkled and 
drew him in during those rare girlish, giddy moments she 
had. He loved those moments. 


Kyle tried not to even think about her lips. His heart felt like 
it was going to pound out of his chest every time his mind 
zoomed in on them. But he couldn't help it-just by trying not 
to think about them, his mind was immediately on it, and 
the think tank that was his brain began spawning all sorts of 
images for him to go over. For the first time in a long time, 
he pictured himself kissing a girl. Mom would be so proud, 
he grudgingly thought. 


Kyle's daydreams went on like that for another few 
agonizing seconds. He only stopped when he felt Dora lay 
her hand on his shoulder, which made him practically jump 
out of his skin. 


"So what do you say, Kyle?" she inquired. "Want to help me 
with those apples? If you do a really good job, then l'II make 
you something special that doesn't have apples in it," she 
promised. She flashed one of her charming, sweet smiles-the 
kind that was beginning to suck Kyle in like a tornado. 


Kyle composed himself, ignoring his rapid heartbeat. He 
allowed his eyes to glance at Dora's lips; She had apparently 
wiped them clean since he last saw them. "Yeah, sure," he 
said, forcing a casual tone and casting his eyes away from 
her face. "Just let me know when." 


Dora's face brightened. "Great!" the young woman replied 
happily, and added, "I was thinking we could do it for an 
hour or so after work each day. That way we won't have to 
leave the shop unattended." 


“That sounds good," Kyle said before he could stop himself. 
He bit his lip as he suddenly remembered the promise to 
himself about making it harder for Dora to squeeze more 
help out of him. He failed miserably. 


Dora walked around the counter and bent over, looking Kyle 
right in the face as her red hair fell over her cheeks. "Hey, 
are you Okay?" she asked. "You look flushed." 


Face-to-face with her, Kyle was forced to see the concerned 
expression spread on the face his mind was beginning to 
daydream about. Dora was concerned for him. As he thought 
about it, he realized she had probably cared for him much 
longer than he was giving her credit for. Probably ever since 
the day she saved him from falling. That just made it worse 
for Kyle as he was discovering Dora didn't have a weird 
personality as much as he liked to think. She was actually a 
genuinely nice person. 


Then it hit the flustered young man like a bale full of straw. 
Dora was a single, beautiful, kind and caring female his age 
who was close to him and enjoyed his company. Kyle was 
stunned as he realized the situation that had snuck into his 
life right under his nose. 


"Kyle?" 


Shaking his head, Kyle said, "Oh, y-yeah. I'm okay. Just 
feeling a little warm." 


Dora tilted her head and studied the red face in front of her. 
"| see..." she murmured slowly. "Just make sure you keep 
yourself hydrated, okay?" 


"Sure thing," Kyle said. He reached a slightly shaky hand for 
his jug of water under the counter to show her he was 
obeying her-but mostly he was doing it so he could turn 
away from her and get a grip. Being forced to stare at her 
face made him feel like he was about to have a heart attack. 
He felt it was more convenient when he didn't know the 
reason why he was suddenly caring about her more. 


Dora turned away from him and walked over to her own 
counter. "We'll hold off practicing Move today if you're not 
feeling well. Plus, it'll help to save your psynergy for Catch." 


Kyle breathed a silent sigh of relief. After allowing himself to 
calm down, he looked back over at Dora. It was much easier 
to stare at her when she was on the opposite side of the 
room. "I'm going to be learning Catch?" he asked. 


"Yep! It's the best way to get those apples out of the tree. 
Not only that, but if | ever fall off of a roof for some reason or 
another, you can return the favor and catch me," she joked. 


Kyle raised his eyebrow and coughed. She was joking with 
him, of course. "Sounds good to me. Let's hope for a freak 
accident then, so | can do just that," he joked back. 


Dora tossed the apple core across the room and it bounced 
off of Kyle's messy brunette hair. "How's that for a freak 
accident?" she smirked, suppressing a giggle at Kyle's 
surprised expression. 


Kyle grabbed the core off the ground and threw it back, but 
it just missed Dora as she ducked behind her chair. "It 
definitely involves a freak. We'll have to ask your mom if you 
were an accident," he teased, smiling arrogantly back at her. 


The two bantered back and forth like that until they decided 
it was time to be serious and get to work. That only lasted 
for half an hour before they were at it again, pretending to 
sword fight with the sticks they had been working on. 


"Pitiful. | can see how your mom beat you," Dora said, 
clicking her tongue and shaking her head after she'd 
trapped Kyle into a corner. 


Kyle used that moment to his advantage and made a 
surprise lunge attack, prodding Dora gently in the stomach. 
"A direct hit!" he cheered, throwing his hands in the air. 
"Ladies and gentlemen, the winner and new champion of 
Colosso-Kyle!" He made mock bows to the non-existent 
audience seated around the shop. 


Dora felt she lost beautifully, and retained her dignity and 
honor by shaking hands with the victor. "Congratulations, Sir 
Kyle. Next year you won't have such an easy fight," she 
vowed with a slight bow of her head. 


Accepting the handshake, Kyle dipped his head. "You fought 
well, Sir Applemuncher. May your sword never splinter and 
your armor never chafe." 


Dora went into giggling fits after that. When she regained 
her composure, she brushed her red hair out of her eyes and 
gave Kyle a hard look. "Your cheesiness is rubbing off on 
me," she said. 


"You get used to it," Kyle responded, waving her off 
dismissively. Personally, he would have called it wit. Either 
way, he was having a blast. He'd never seen this side of 
Dora, and once again he was reminded that he judged her 
prematurely. It made him feel better about the realization 
that he was attracted to her, anyway. 


A glint appeared in Dora's eye. She folded her arms and 
said, "Oh, great-I get used to it? | suppose next I'll start 
Sketching ridiculously busty women, hm?" 


That teasing jab at Kyle's drawings spawned another Colosso 
tournament, which went on and off throughout the rest of 
the work day. 
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Closing time came faster than they expected that day. Dora 
mentally scolded herself for allowing the day to pass without 
finishing much work. As she thought about it, though, she 
realized she didn't have a single bit of regret. She had fun. 
Kyle was such a goofball throughout the day, and she 
needed that. It was a great distraction to take her mind off of 
things, and she clinged on to the silliness as if it were 
second-nature to her. So who cared if the sticks didn't get 
worked on? They weren't in demand. They could wait if it 
meant she could bond with her co-worker. That alone should 
increase productivity, Dora reasoned. That is, as Soon as 
they got to work on something productive. 


And even better than that-her cheeks hurt from the 
laughing. Kyle made some of the most random, off-the-wall 
comments and jokes. Normally she wouldn't have found 
them funny at all, but her silly mood threw her for a loop and 
Kyle suddenly became ten times as entertaining. 


The young lady hoped they could have more days like that. 
Anything to help take her mind off of her darker thoughts. 
He was a better friend than she had ever imagined possible. 


"So just how many apples are we looking to get?" Kyle asked 
as he swerved around a bush. The pair were trekking 
through the forest toward the clearing where Dora had found 
the apple trees. Gripped in Kyle's arms was an empty crate 
from the shop, while Dora held a piece of paper to write 
down how many apples she'd have at her disposal when the 
time came to bake. 


"All of them," Dora answered. "Even if | don't use them in the 
pies, we can figure out something to do with the leftovers. 


You should practice Catch until there's nothing left." 
"AIR How many trees are there?" 


"Six, So it won't be that much work. You can potentially get 
all of the apples in just a few days, assuming you don't push 
yourself too hard and wind up at the sanctum." 


Kyle looked at Dora with a worried expression. "And how do | 
know when I'm using up too much psynergy?" 


Dora didn't quite expect that. It was like second nature for 
an adept to gauge how much psynergy one had, so she 
naturally assumed Kyle could tell how much he had as well. 
She thought all adepts knew how. 


"You can't feel it?" she asked quietly. Dora didn't want to 
sound disappointed in him this time. She had since learned 
that Kyle's less than adequate psynergy lessons greatly 
handicapped him in everything that involved psynergy. 
Outbursts in disbelief wouldn't do any good at this point, 
she told herself. 


Kyle simply shrugged and resumed looking at the forest 
ahead. The young man's blue eyes hid something, but Dora 
wasn't sure what. 


"That's a bit trickier than simply giving a command to your 
psynergy..." Dora said slowly. "I've never really thought 
about it before, to be honest with you." 


Sighing, Kyle looked over at Dora. He flashed a pitiful smile. 
"| never was good with any part of psynergy," he explained. 


Dora gave an understanding nod. "Even so, you can 
improve, as you have with Move. | guess if | had to explain 
feeling out your psynergy...it starts here," she said, placing 


her hand over her heart. "The odd thing about that is, before 
we had researchers, most people thought psynergy came 
from the mind. For a while now, we've known that's not the 
case. It's always the heart." 


"This sounds like something out of a clich storybook," Kyle 
said with an unbelieving stare as they passed around a 
fallen, dead tree. 


Despite being impressed that Kyle's vocabulary was larger 
than she thought, Dora didn't approve of his attitude. "I 
don't make the rules, I'm just explaining them to the best of 
my ability. | can't help it if it sounds silly." 


Kyle put his hands together and began to flutter his eyelids. 
"Oh, my heart is so full of psynergy!" he said in a falsetto 
voice. "True love will make us strong!" 


Dora cleared her throat. "Do you want to learn this or not? If 
you keep making it difficult, I'll give you a real good reason 
to have a high-pitched voice," she threatened teasingly. 


Kyle backed down. "Please," he said light-heartedly, 
motioning for her to continue with a bow and a hand gesture 
while gripping the box in the other hand. 


Flashing a victorious smile, Dora nodded firmly, causing her 
red hair to fall off her shoulders, and said, "Thank you. You 
should be taking this seriously, you know." She figured Kyle 
was still being silly due to earlier. While she couldn't blame 
him for wanting those moments to continue, he had to be 
serious in something, and learning psynergy was a great 
thing to take seriously. Especially since she was so willing to 
teach him. 


"You're right," Kyle said. "No more interruptions then." 


"Good," Dora said. She reached up and tied her hair back 
again, as she had done earlier in the forest. "As | was 
saying..." she continued. "Just as blood is pumped with the 
heart, so is psynergy. Our hearts create it. That's one of the 
key differences between us adepts and regular humans," 
Dora explained. "And that's why after using psynergy, we 
can regain it slowly without touching a psynergy stone." 


Dora looked over to make sure Kyle was listening. 


Catching the action, Kyle nodded. "Okay," he said, showing 
he understood her so far. 


Satisfied, Dora went on. "Now, here's the problem with our 
hearts; the psynergy that's pumped from there is such a 
small amount that it's hardly useful. You see, psynergy 
comes from the heart, but it's not stored there. We can't call 
on it directly from the heart." 


Kyle had a confused expression on his face. "Why?" he 
asked. 


"We just can't," Dora said simply. "It's not how it works." 
"So...where is it stored then?" 


Dora gave alittle smile. "You're going to love this part. The 
psynergy that's pumped from here," she started saying, 
pointing to her heart again, "flows around our bodies 
uselessly. There's not enough there to do anything with. 
However, eventually it all ends up in one place." 


Kyle watched as she made a trail from her heart down to her 
stomach. 


"It collects here. Eventually we build up enough to actually 
use, because it doesn't go anywhere else once it's inside our 


stomach." 


Kyle looked from Dora's belly to his. "I think I'm still a little 
confused," he admitted. "How does that tell me whether I'm 
out of psynergy or not?" 


"Well, the easiest way to tell if you're out of psynergy, in 
your case, would be if whatever you're casting doesn't work. 
That's the sign that you should drop all psynergy related 
activities for a while, or go recharge at our psynergy stone." 


"And if | kept on trying to use it, I'd pass out?" Kyle asked. 


Dora considered that for a moment. "Well, no, in most cases 
it just won't work and that's that," the girl said, deep in 
thought. "However, in cases where people pass out... Usually 
that's from forcing it." 


"Forcing it? How?" 


Dora paused to figure out the best choice of words. "I 
suppose it's like if you're starving. If you're hungry, your 
body is forced to consume what's not there. In that situation, 
what does it consume instead?" 


"Uh... Itself, | guess?" 


"Right. The fat in our body will slowly disappear. Our body 
will live off of itself as long as it can. But, the cost of that is 
that our energy disappears as well. Eventually we would die 
from not eating." 


Kyle nodded. "Yeah. But what's the relation to psynergy?" 


Dora changed direction slightly. Off in the distance she could 
spot the apple trees in the sun-lit clearing. It was a welcome 


sight-she felt like Kyle was more of the type to experience 
things than be told things. He learned faster that way. 


"The analogy of that is pretty much the same thing. If we 
don't allow our body to rebuild its psynergy, and we force it 
too much to use psynergy when there isn't any in reserve, 
where does it have to go to get it?" 


Kyle thought about that for a moment. "Our heart?" he 
answered. "But | thought you said-" 


"Wrong," Dora cut in. "Don't forget that the heart creates 
psynergy. It doesn't actually contain any in it, other than- 
and here's the answer-the psynergy that is continuously 
flowing through our bodies. So when we're out of reserves, 
that's where our body goes to try and get it. It starts pulling 
it directly from the rest of our body." 


"Ahh." Kyle seemed to understand now. 


"So when that happens, our bodies are denied a valuable 
energy source that we're actually relying on as we speak. 
We've evolved to the point where we require that psynergy 
to pump through us. If it's sapped out of us prematurely, we 
can become exhausted quickly, or, as you've seen, pass out. 
It works the same way if someone doesn't have enough 
psynergy, and they force an ability that takes more than 
they have." 


"Okay, that makes sense. That sounds like what happened to 
you, after moving the straw to the roof." 


Dora smiled as they approached the apple trees. She was 
pleased to see that Kyle had grasped it perfectly. "I'm glad | 
could explain it properly. This whole issue is also why some 
of us have curing abilities as well. Sometimes all it takes for 
our body to recover from exhaustion is a burst of pure 


psynergy from another adept. And if somebody passes out, 
‘Revive’ is like a complete refresh to our psynergy circuit 
and reserves, so we're up in seconds." 


"| think we've gone a little off track here," Kyle pointed out. 
"This is interesting, really, but you still haven't told me how | 
can tell how much psynergy | have." 


Dora sighed, "I know, | know. It's just that...1 don't really 
know how to explain it. It's like this feeling." 


"Uh huh," Kyle said, staring at her with a raised eyebrow. 
"I'm supposed to believe you can explain everything on this 
planet regarding psynergy except what | need to know?" 


Dora shrugged and stopped beside the first apple tree. "I 
pretty much just explained what I've read in Vale's history 
books, and the books don't explain any method. It's just like 
second-nature to adepts; you learn it through experience. At 
the very least, you know what's going on inside your body 
now when it comes to psynergy. If you think about it while 
you use it, it might click." She hoped that would be the case, 
anyway. It could be dangerous to use a psynergy-imbued 
item without knowing your limit. 


Kyle placed down the empty crate he had brought from the 
shop, then stared up at the apples hanging above him. "Is it 
like being hungry if you're out of psynergy?" 


"No... Not quite," Dora said, hesitating fora moment. Was it 
like that? It didn't exactly feel that way to her. 


"That's too bad, because l'm not feeling hungry now," he 
said, making a disgusted face and motioning to the apples. 


Dora laughed and walked up to Kyle. "This should be 
interesting to watch," she stated while digging her hand into 


her pockets. "Keep these in your pocket. As long as they're 
that close to your body, you can use Catch," she explained, 
revealing the Catch Beads in her hand. 


Kyle took the beads from her and stared at them. "Just like 
that, huh?" 


"Yep, just like that. Your psynergy somehow attaches itself to 
the beads, and before you know it, you're an expert at 
Catch. You have to be careful with those, though. Like | told 
you before, psynergy skills granted by items can be more 
taxing on your reserves until your body gets used to that 
ability." 


The brunette slipped them into his pocket, then stepped 
away from the tree. "Hey, Dora? Do you know how to use 
Revive?" he asked while rubbing his hands together in 
preparation. 


Dora tilted her head. "No, that one's way too advanced for 
me. Why?" 


Kyle bit his lip. "Well, if | pass out, | don't envy you having to 
carry me to the sanctum." He exhaled deeply, then stuck his 
hand out toward the first apple on the nearest tree. "Catch!" 
he exclaimed loudly. 
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Fortunately for Dora, Kyle didn't pass out the entire time 
they were there. Kyle was very proud of that fact-he didn't 
think Dora could do more than drag him back to Vale, unless 
she could manage to use "Move" the whole way. 


The session started off slow, but picked up as soon as Kyle 
got the aiming down. He was amazed at how well the skill 


was working compared to his Move psynergy. He was 
beginning to think he was a natural at it until he 
remembered the Catch Beads jiggling around in his pocket. 
A small part of him felt like he was cheating. He couldn't 
always keep the beads with him, so what if he had to use 
Catch in a different situation and he left them in his other 
pants? 


The pair were walking side-by-side through the forest, with 
Kyle lugging the heavy box. The pain in his hands and arms 
told him to take a break every few minutes, but the sun was 
beginning to set. He figured they could easily make it out of 
the forest before the sun disappeared from the sky, but he 
didn't want to risk it by slowing them down. The Mayor and 
Elders often warned people about staying in the forest after 
sunset, and he knew they'd get in trouble if they were found 
out. 


Dora had offered to help him out several times, but he 
refused every time. He didn't want to bother her with the 
heavy-that's what he considered one of his jobs in assisting 
her with the whole baking process. Plus, he was capable of 
it, and he wanted to show her that he could do anything she 
wanted or needed. 


And then he realized that didn't sound at all like him, and 
wondered if his sub-conscious was trying to show off to the 
girl it had become attached to. 


"What am | supposed to do if | need to use Catch, but | don't 
have the beads on me?" Kyle asked, getting the question off 
of his mind and distracting his thoughts at the same time. 
He hoisted the box higher and changed his grip to relax a 
muscle here and there. 


Dora stepped over a fallen branch. "Well, at this point, 
nothing. You wouldn't be able to use it." 


"Oh... That's too bad," Kyle said, a little sadly. He was hoping 
he would've mastered Catch by now on his own. He 
sheepishly realized he probably would've failed miserably if 
he had actually tested that theory before asking. 


"It's not, really," Dora said. "Catch is a skill that was lost long 
ago, apparently. Catch Beads are the only way to use it now. 

It can't be naturally taught or learned. Our bodies just can't 

process and create it like they used to." 


Kyle slowly maneuvered around a bush, trying not to rip his 
pants for the fifth time. "That's weird. | didn't know that sort 
of thing happened." 


"What, losing abilities?" 
"Yeah," Kyle confirmed. "Catch seems so simple, too." 


Dora smiled to Kyle. "You'd be heartbroken to learn of some 
of the abilities we could have used a century ago. Zero wars 
means less abilities needed," she explained. "And we also 
are concealing our abilities to the outside world. Adepts are 
a pitiful shadow of what we used to be. | heard rumors that 
there are no more adepts outside of Vale." 


"But...we use psynergy all the time." 


"Oh, sure," Dora said with a shrug. "Just not the violent kind. 
I'd say only about five-percent of the village knows anything 
about combat psynergy." 


Kyle still wasn't convinced. "But what about Catch? How did 
our bodies forget that?" 


"Easy," Dora said, concentrating on where her feet were 
going. "We lost it during the wars from a long time ago. 
Adepts didn't bother using it when they could hone their 
combat psynergy. Most villages turned to hunting, so crops 
were rare. Then after the wars, we lost our combat psynergy 
for the most part, but retained the little non-combat 
psynergy we still used during the wars." She paused to jump 
over a stump. "That's the theory, anyway," she said as she 
waited for Kyle to walk around the stump. 


Kyle was silent for a long time after that. Very few things 
worried him in life, as was his preference. He rarely looked 
up at the night sky, because he felt small and began to 
worry whether he mattered or not. Hearing Dora talk about 
how psynergy was disappearing made him feel a lot like he 
was Staring up at the sky again. When he finally spoke, he 
looked right at Dora with a hint of worry on his face. "It's like 
we're fading away, isn't it?" 


Dora met Kyle's eyes with her own. "Exactly. That's why I'm 
trying to get you to use psynergy, silly. If we don't use it, we 
lose it. Eventually it will fade away, and you won't be able to 
tell an adept from a human." 


That made a lot of sense to Kyle. For a long time he thought 
he actually lost the ability to use psynergy after he stopped 
practicing it for so long. But what was the point when you 
just had no talent at it? Besides, he thought, he was just one 
guy. One person not using psynergy wasn't going to make 
the whole race lose it. He felt that was a good enough 
excuse not to suddenly drop everything and learn all the 
psynergy he could. He didn't want to admit that he was very 
tempted to do just that. 


"Fortunately for you, it's not too late," Dora said with a grin 
as she passed through the trees and entered Vale. Just a 


Sliver of sunlight could be seen in the distance. Dora paused 
for Kyle to emerge from the trees, then made her way toward 
the road that would lead to her house. 


Kyle stayed on her trail, and soon was next to her again. "Do 
you know any, uh...combat psynergy?" he asked hesitantly. 
He only saw one demonstration of it before, and was 
interested in learning more about it. 


Dora looked straight at him with an amused smile and a 
raised an eyebrow. "Do | look like | know any?" 


Kyle was about to answer "Yes, definitely", but was 
interrupted by a man running towards them. It took a 
moment for Kyle to tell who it was, but before the man 
reached them he recognized him as George. 


"Dora! Thank goodness! I've been looking everywhere for 
you!" he exclaimed, panting heavily. 


Kyle's heart skipped a beat. Did they get in trouble after all? 
George seemed extremely relieved to see them. Maybe 
somebody realized they didn't come home after closing up 
shop. He was about to apologize to George, when he found 
out his concerns weren't the issue. 


"It's your grandfather," George said hastily with a pained 
expression. "He's not doing well." 


Within seconds all three of the adepts were running back up 
the hill toward Isaac's house. The moonlight emerged shortly 
after, illuminating the roadside. Dropped carelessly in the 
middle of the road were a bunch of apples rolling out of a 
crate marked "Fragile". 


End: Chapter Four 
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As Kyle, Dora, and George hurried to Isaac's house, George 
explained what he knew of the situation. Apparently, Isaac 
had been in his kitchen when, as he explained later, his 
body seized and he could no longer move. With his body 
locked up and losing strength, his legs buckled and he 
toppled backward, smacking his head on a table. 


After reassuring the two younger adepts that Isaac was okay 
for the time being, George explained his actions in the 
events that had unfolded while they were collecting apples. 


"Sometimes I'll stop by in the early evening to visit with 
your grandfather," George explained. "When he didn't 
answer earlier, | thought it was odd since he had a candle lit 
downstairs. | checked the window and saw him on the floor. | 
don't know how long he was laying there before | found him, 


but | don't think it could have been for long based on the 
candle." 


Kyle was panting heavily as they reached the top of a rather 
long stone stairway cut into a cliff that ascended a steep 
slope of Vale, providing access to the areas higher up, 
including Isaac's house. "What did you do?" he managed to 
get out between deep breaths. 


George wiped some sweat from his brow as they continued 
to hurry to their destination. "He didn't have his door 
latched, so I ran in and tried to revive him. | have some 
minimal healing psynergy...but it wasn't enough to wake 
him. | knew it would be a waste of time trying to move him, 
so | ran to the sanctum to get the Great Healer." 


Kyle glanced in Dora's direction to see her eyes downcast. 
When he thought about it, he noticed Dora had been 
unusually silent since George had approached them and 
told them of the bad news. 


"When | returned with the Healer, he managed to get Isaac 

to respond almost immediately, thank goodness. After Isaac 
struggled to recap what happened, we managed to get him 
in his bed. At that point | thought it would be best to inform 
Kinny, who then sent me to find you." 


Kyle was beginning to feel more and more relieved with each 
thing that George said. It seemed like it was nothing more 
than an accident, and things wouldn't turn out like his wild 
imagination was trying to picture. His heart had been 
running at a rapid pace the entire time, no thanks to the 
speed at which they moved. Though, Kyle expected that 
even if they walked slowly, his heart wouldn't have calmed 
down in the slightest. He was worried about the old man. 


The young Venus adept asked George if Isaac was going to 
be recover. 


George slowed down just a bit as they reached the house. 
He let out a heavy sigh. "It's hard to say, lad. | know that he 
hit his head fairly hard. We had to dress it to stop some 
bleeding. I'm no healer, but I think damage to the head can 
cause many long term effects. We're fortunate he's still with 
us. And that doesn't even cover what had caused him to fall 
in the first place." 


George put his hand on the door. Before opening it he 
turned to the two teenagers and said, "I think it's best we 
stay out of the Healer's way, so...try to be patient if we can't 
see Isaac right away." 


Kyle looked over to Dora again, then back to George. "Um... 
Are you sure it's okay for me to be coming in? | don't want to 
be a problem..." he said, apprehension showing on his face. 


"It should be okay," George said with a nod. "I don't know if 
you'll be able to see Isaac just yet, but you and | can see if 
Kinny needs anything, then we'll step out and give them 
their space." 


As George opened the door, Kyle turned to Dora. "Are you 
okay?" he asked quietly, even though he felt like it was a 
silly thing to ask considering the events. They started to 
move inside. 


Dora slowly nodded, but then seemed to change her mind 
and shrugged, but she didn't offer any verbal answer. 


While they quietly moved up the stairs to Isaac's bedroom, 
Kyle turned to study Dora's face in the light. He recognized 
immediately that she was doing everything she could do 
fight back her emotions. Her face was pale, but straight with 


the exception of her lips and brow, which were drawn tightly 
in a grim expression. It seemed as if she was fighting back 
letting her tears flow. 


When the trio entered Isaac's bedroom, the first thing Kyle 
noticed was Kinny standing next to the bed. She waved to 
get their attention, and then brought a finger up to her lips, 
motioning to them to be silent, and then mouthed for them 
to stay at the door. In her other hand, she was gripping the 
old, wrinkled hand of Isaac, who was under the covers of his 
bed. 


Kyle couldn't see Isaac clearly, as the elaborately dressed 
Great Healer was hunched over the man with his back to the 
door. He seemed to be conversing with Isaac while messing 
with something on the little table next to the bed. 


Kinny gave Isaac's hand a squeeze, and then put it on the 
bed. She hastily moved to the trio and took them outside of 
the bedroom. "The Great Healer is still working with him," 
she said, exhaling heavily. 


"How is he?" George asked, placing a hand on Kinny's 
shoulder in an attempt to comfort her. 


Shaking her head, Kinny said, "I don't know. He's awake, but 
he's barely alert and - - oh, honey, come here." She wrapped 
her arms around her daughter, who Kyle knew had been 
trying so hard not to break. Her mother's arms embracing 
her must have been all it took, because soon enough fresh 
tears were flowing from Dora's eyes, and she buried her face 
into her mom's shoulder. 


Kinny kissed the top of Dora's red hair, then continued 
talking. "The Great Healer said that he's done all he can in 
regards to psynergy, so he's trying herbal medicine to see if 
it will help..." 


Kyle's ears perked up. "Does... Does he need more? We sell 
them at the shop. | could run and grab some." 


Kinny smiled softly at the young adept. "No, dear, but thank 
you." 


"Mom..." Dora said, pulling her face away from the woman's 
shoulder. Her tears left wet streaks on Kinny's clothing. "Are 
the herbs going to help?" she asked, wiping her cheeks dry 
with the sleeves of her cotton shirt. 


The frustrating answer to that was "Only time will tell." Kyle 
suspected Dora knew that, but like him, she was hoping to 
find some glimmer of light in the dark situation. 


"What caused him to fall?" Kyle questioned, turning his gaze 
to the door of Isaac's bedroom. 


George answered for that one. "We're not a hundred percent 
sure on that. Unless he's said something about it since 
then...?" He looked to Kinny for an answer. When she shook 
her head, George continued, "Like | said earlier, when we 
managed to wake him, he said that something seized his 
body and he just lost all strength in his legs. I'm wondering 
if it's just another sign of old age catching up to him..." 


The last part wounded Kyle. He didn't really like hearing that 
it was a part of old age. That would mean that it wasn't 
something that could be cured. Not only that, but it meant 
that there was possibly more to come, resulting in the 
ultimate end. A new wave of depression washed over Kyle as 
he realized that Isaac was possibly reaching the end of his 
life. He looked to Dora, who still had fresh tears forming 
around her eyes. She likely came to the same conclusion. 


For the first time since encountering George, Dora met Kyle's 
eyes. Their gazes held for a few seconds, and Kyle's breath 


caught in his throat. Before it became too much for him, 
Dora turned away, casting her eyes downward and wrapping 
her arms around herself. 


"Is there anything | can do to help?" Kyle offered. 


Kinny bit her lip thoughtfully. "I suppose just keep tabs on 
the shop as usual... I'm afraid there's not much any of us can 
do right now," Kinny said sadly. She, too, appeared to be 
trying to keep a strong face on. Kyle could see that she was 
at a loss as well. The situation seemed completely hopeless, 
and all that they could rely on was the Great Healer's 
abilities and Isaac's will to recover. 


George scratched the back of his head. "How long do you 
think the Healer will need to work on him?" he asked. "It's 
been over an hour now, hasn't it?" 


Shrugging, Kinny turned to look at the closed door. "I really 
can't say, George... There are just so many things | don't 
know." 


George nodded. "I understand. | apologize," he said 
sympathetically. 


Kinny smiled and gave him a hug. "Don't be sorry. Things 
could have turned out much differently if you hadn't been 
here," she stated. When she broke the embrace, she turned 
to Dora. "Honey, I'm going to stay the night here. Why don't 
you head home and get some rest? | promise I'll let you 
know as soon as | find anything out." 


Looking up, Dora said firmly, "I want to stay here, too." 


"I know, Dora, | Know... But it won't do you any good to be in 
this atmosphere." 


"| don't care about the atmosphere," Dora said. "I'll just 
sleep on the floor downstairs, okay?" 


Kinny sighed and put her hands on her hips. "This isn't the 
time to be stubborn, honey." 


"It's not being stubborn - - I'm worried about him," Dora said 
while sniffing. Her watery eyes spilled over as new tears 
welled up from them. 


Walking up to her daughter to hold her again, Kinny said, 
"We all are, sweetheart. | promise you that you can spend 
the night here as soon as he's doing better." 


For some reason, the embrace set Dora off again. Something 
about having her mother hold her would break her resolve, 
and within moments Dora was sobbing again. Kyle watched 
intently, even though he realized that such an emotional 
moment between mother and daughter was better left to be 
shared in a private setting. 


As if reading his mind, George suddenly said, "Kyle, perhaps 
you and | should go. There's nothing more we can do 
tonight." 


Kyle looked from the hugging mother and daughter to 
George, and saw a sense of urgency in the man's rough face. 


"Please check in some time tomorrow," Kinny said to both of 
them. "I'd hate to leave you worrying." 


Kyle didn't really want to leave, but it seemed like the 
matter had been decided for him. He departed with George, 
managing to get out a quiet "Bye" to Dora as he passed her 
and walked down the wooden stairs. 


When they were outside, Kyle shivered and stuck his hands 
in his pockets. 


"Cold?" George asked as he walked beside the young adept. 
George was dressed in a suitable summer work outfit, so he 
seemed a little confused that Kyle might be chilly. 


Shaking his head, Kyle said, "No." He didn't know George 
very well, and didn't exactly feel like opening up to him. In 
fact, the only person he had felt like he could tell anything 
was Isaac, and that wasn't an option. Even worse - - there 
was a chance it never would be an option ever again. The 
old man may never recover, he grimly realized. 


George seemed to understand. "Ah, yeah. It's not a pretty 
situation..." He let out a heavy sigh and scratched his rough 
face. 


"| need to go grab our apples," Kyle said suddenly. He felt 
like if he couldn't be around Dora or Isaac, then he should be 
by himself for a while. 


"Need some help?" George asked. 


Kyle shook his head again. "No... | just need to be alone," he 
said quietly, not bothering to be delicate. 


The older man looked at Kyle and said, "I understand 
completely." 


Kyle gave him a polite nod and started to walk off, heading 
towards the area of Vale where he had left the crate of 
apples. In hindsight, he felt stupid having dropped the crate 
rather than placing it down carefully, but it was still a shock 
to hear that anything had happened to Isaac. For some 
reason, Isaac had always been immortal in Kyle's mind. 
Never did it occur to him that something could happen to 


his health, or that he soon might be passing on from the 
world. 


Reaching the apples faster than he expected, Kyle realized 
that he had zoned out the entire distance. He wasn't focused 
at all, and while that wasn't surprising in the least, he 
admitted he didn't know how to feel. Sad, yes. Depressed 
and upset, of course. But for some reason, he was numb. 


As he picked up apples, he started to think back on his life. 
Technically, Isaac falling ill was Kyle's first true tragedy he 
had experienced. Never had he owned any pets that passed 
away, or had a relative get too sick or die. Heck, he hardly 
knew anybody outside of his family, so even as tragedies 
happened around the village, he had no part in them. And 
that was Kyle's fault. He was always so reserved, and did 
whatever he could to avoid other people his entire life. He 
just preferred being alone. Even with his parents, he could 
only take them in small doses. Kyle wouldn't have even had 
the job at the shop if it weren't for his dad talking to Isaac 
for him, and only then did he even begin to know Isaac and 
what a great person he was. 


Then Kyle's thoughts returned to Dora, who thanks to 
knowing Isaac he was able to meet, and how he was 
constantly caring more and more about her. In all his life of 
having no interest in any form of human connection, the 
young adept had finally found somebody that he could 
tolerate being around for hours and hours. It had to develop, 
sure, but it was there... 


Dora certainly was something else. 


Sighing, Kyle picked up the last apple he could find. 
Inspecting it, like all the others, he deemed it still edible and 
dropped it in the box. Most apples had been ruined or lost 


on the slope, so the box was barely halfway full. Gripping it 
in his arms, Kyle decided to just take it straight home. He 
was too tired and mentally and emotionally burned out to be 
out any longer. 


The confusing feelings that plagued Kyle never left his 
thoughts, and he constantly reevaluated his relationship 
with Dora and thought of poor Isaac as he slowly dragged 
his feet home. 


!-M- -U- -L- -T- -I-! 
1-S- -C- -L- -E- -R-! 


In the end, Dora was allowed to stay the night at her 
grandfather's house. She knew her mother was just looking 
out for her, but whether she was sleeping on the floor at her 
grandfather's, or back home in her bed, she would be 
worried all the same. At least while staying in the same 
house as them she would be able to find out immediately if 
anything happened, for better or for worse. 


When Dora had first heard from George that something had 
happened to Isaac, the young lady had a strange feeling 
come over her. She hated herself for it, too, and had 
mentally scolded herself many times since. 


She didn't feel surprised in the slightest. It was to be 
expected. 


Isaac's health had been gradually going on a downward 
Spiral. It was one reason he had given up taking care of the 
shop, and he needed to consistently take herbal medicines 
to keep up his strength. And to top it off, she had discovered 
that he had been visiting the Great Healer frequently. 
Sometimes several times a week during his roughest times. 
So, Dora hadn't been surprised. She knew something was 


going to happen sooner or later. She would've rather it been 
later, but somehow she had prepared herself for it. 


At least, that was her initial stance on the matter, and most 
of the way to the house she thought that she was prepared 
for it. As she approached the house, getting closer to the 
event at hand, no matter how hard she tried to stay strong, 
her rapidly beating heart seemed like it was forcing tears to 
her eyes. That alone she could have controlled. The 
following emotional moments ended up being too much for 
her in the end. 


Sighing, she shifted her position on the floor. Dora had 
searched the house for the most comfortable cushions and 
blankets that she could find, and then left the softer ones for 
her mom, since she knew that Kinny would want to sleep at 
some point. 


Dora wanted to be strong. She wanted to be okay in the face 
of a new terrible event. After the last one with James leaving 
her, she told herself that she'd be able to control her 
emotions better, and maintain her happiness no matter what 
was going on around her. 


Naturally, James leaving her and her grandfather falling ill 
were on two entirely different levels, but she thought she 
had been doing rather well at staying strong. Still, an 
unfortunate fact of life remains - - even the strongest resolve 
can crack under the right conditions. 


Her tears had long since dried, and while her grandfather's 
troubles were always at the head of her thoughts, every so 
often she'd go on a tangent and think of something else, 
hoping to distract her mind. She regretted not having the 
sense to say bye to Kyle, and she regretted not composing 
herself long enough to thank George. 


She regretted not spending more time with her grandfather 
when she had the chance... 


She buried her face in her arms. So many regrets. There was 
just no time. No time for everything... 


Except, no... There was time. She had time, in the past. She 
just chose to spend it on herself. With James, with the shop, 
with Kyle. Cooking, sewing, visiting others... All that time she 
could have spent with her grandfather. She knew something 
was going to happen eventually, and she ignored the 
thought of it. Because of her stupid, selfish lifestyle, her 
time with her grandfather was wasted. 


That thought process led down the path of wondering how 
alone her grandfather felt. Did he feel alone? She saw him 
sometimes... And George visited him daily. But in his 
condition, Isaac couldn't move too far. Often, when she came 
over, he was sitting in his favorite chair, reading... Reading 
the same books he had always had. Dora realized the last 
time that she had visited him on her own just to talk with 
him was well before she even started working at the shop. 


Dora's chest was heaving rapidly now as she started to 
realize that she may never get to visit her grandfather in 
that state again. 


Her eyes once again brimmed with tears as she realized that 
she may fall asleep and wake up to him gone the next 
morning. 


Her grandfather. Her Isaac... He was always there for her. He 
never left her or her mother wanting. Why had she been so 
foolish? She never wanted him to go. 


And yet, she knew... Everybody had to go at some point. 
Even with her endless regrets, she knew it wouldn't change 


anything. She could do nothing. 
Or...was that right? Was there nothing she could do...? 


Silently, she made a promise to herself. Then, a second 
promise. Two promises that she would keep, no matter what. 


Her exhaustion overcame her shortly after that. She didn't 
even remember falling asleep, but the next sensation she 
had was her mother shaking her gently. 


"What? What is it?!" Dora asked frantically, heart pounding 
from being woken up so suddenly. 


The only light in the room was from a small candle in Kinny's 
hand. She set it on the table and smiled at Dora. "He's doing 
better." 


An overwhelming sensation of relief flooded through Dora as 
she heard the news. She exhaled the air she was holding. 
"Thank Venus..." 


Kinny moved to sit on the floor, joining Dora on a rug where 
she had laid out the cushions, and wrapped a blanket 
around her shoulders. "He's more coherent and alert. It still 
takes him some time to form his sentences, but the Great 
Healer says the worst should be over for the time being. Just 
in case, though, he'll be spending the night upstairs to keep 
an eye on him." 


Dora enjoyed the momentary relief for a while longer. She 
moved and sat next to her mom. "I was so scared..." 


Kinny hugged her daughter again, as she had many times 
that night. "I know honey... | Know. Me too. | think all of us 
were shaken up." 


With the news that Isaac was better, Dora's thoughts went 
back to the promises she made to herself. With her 
grandfather's recovery, she knew she needed to spend more 
time with him. She wasn't going to let any of it go to waste. 


And, if it were at all possible... Well... Maybe, just maybe, she 
could buy him more time. 


!-M- -U- -L- -T- -I-! 
1-S- -C- -L- -E- -R-! 


Kyle wasn't sure what to do when Dora didn't show up for 
work the next day. He knew it was likely because of the 
events from the previous night, but it still had him 
concerned. He was hoping to find out from her directly just 
how everything went with Isaac through the night. His 
imagination had run wild all night and all morning with 
different scenarios of what might have happened, and none 
of them were good. The apprehension plaguing his mind had 
kept him up most of the night. 


Beside Kyle's chair was the crate of apples. For a long time 
he just stared at them, lost in thought. Sometimes he would 
glance at Dora's empty stool across the room, or the door to 
the shop, but mostly he just kept his gaze on the fruit. 


If Isaac were to die, what would happen to the shop? To Dora 
and Kinny? Kyle had pondered those questions many times 
since leaving Isaac's. He knew Dora and Kinny would be all 
right for the most part, but it still made him worry. He really 
didn't know just how attached they were to him emotionally. 


And, in truth, his worrying about the shop and Dora allowed 
him to conceal his own feelings on the matter from himself. 
He didn't want to admit it, but he knew that he would take it 
very hard himself if Isaac were to pass away. The old man 
was so nice to him, and he didn't Know what he would do 


without him. Isaac was the only person he really felt like he 
could do anything around or say whatever he wanted to, and 
the old man would just smile back at him and make him 
always feel okay and accepted. Even when Isaac laughed at 
Kyle, it wasn't a mocking laugh. He was, Kyle realized, the 
young adept's closest friend. 


Sighing, Kyle raised his hand and muttered under his breath. 
Casting Move, he ensnared the box of apples and slid it over 
to Dora's side of the shop. Not even a nap would make him 
feel better about the things that weighed on his mind. 


It was mid-day before Kyle heard anything. George entered 
the shop and greeted Kyle with a big grin. "Hey there lad. 
Isaac's doing much better." 


The feeling that overcame Kyle in that moment was pure 
bliss. Somehow, a hundred pounds of weight had been 
pressing against his lungs, and in an instant, it was removed 
and he could breathe again. He looked down at his hands, 
which had begun shaking since he had first seen George. He 
had been expecting bad news. 


"Mind you, he's not completely better," George said, leaning 
his side against the counter and looking at the smooth 
surface. "But | think we can expect to sleep better tonight." 


Kyle smiled. "Thanks for letting me know..." he said, deciding 
that he liked George a little more than before. "How is Dora 
doing?" 


At that, George lost his smile. "Well, about that... Here," he 
pulled a little piece of paper from his pocket and handed it 
over to Kyle. "This is from her." 


Kyle unfolded the paper and read it to himself. 


Kyle, 


| don't expect I'll be at work for a while. | hope you 
understand. 


-Dora 


George cleared his throat. "I'd better get back to my run. 
Take care, Kyle," he said, and jogged out of the shop. 


Kyle stared at the paper, running his eyes over the perfect 
handwriting. He certainly hadn't expected Dora to stop work 
altogether. He knew there might be a day or two that she 
wasn't at the shop, but what exactly did she mean by "a 
while?" How long would he be by himself? 


Running his hand through his light-brown hair, Kyle sighed. 
A new feeling of anxiety was setting in as he realized that he 
may not be able to see Dora for a while. Just what was she 
planning? 


Kyle shot a glance at the apples by Dora's desk. They would 
be a good excuse to see her, but he could use that only 
once. And he'd be able to visit her the night before the town 
festival when he helped her with her preparations, but other 
than that...nhe had no idea what to do. It was all new to him 
in the first place, and now it was changing drastically. 


Groaning out loud, Kyle laid his head down in frustration. 
Why did he let himself start to care about Dora? About 
Isaac? Things were much easier when he only cared about 
the one person he could control - - himself. 


!-M- -U- -L- -T- -I-! 
1-S- -C- -L- -E- -R-! 


After work, Kyle dragged the crate of apples outside and 
locked the door of the shop behind him. As per usual when 
he closed the shop, he hung a sign on the door that said the 
following: 


CLOSED 
For emergency purchases, visit Isaac Romar. 


Ever since the shop began stocking medicinal items such as 
herbs and elixirs with the arrival of Dora, she had brought up 
an excellent point about people having emergencies in the 
middle of the night. She told Kyle that, when she presented 
the issue to her grandfather, he instructed her to begin 
hanging that sign on the door when they closed every 
evening. 


Kyle stared at the sign for a while in deep thought. It didn't 
seem right to keep that responsibility on Isaac's shoulders, 

and Kyle wondered if it was a bad idea to send customers in 
need to the ailing man's house anyway. 


Coming to a decision, Kyle took the sign off of the door and 
entered the shop to create a new sign. Emerging from the 
shop, he once again locked the door and hung his new sign 
on the nail on the door, which said: 


CLOSED 
For emergency purchases, visit Kyle Hardy. 


It wasn't much, but Kyle did feel a sense of satisfaction at 
being able to help in some way. He also felt, for the first time 
that he could recall, complete gratification at doing 
something responsible. It was easy enough for him when he 
was doing it for someone he respected so much. 


Bending down and grabbing the crate in his arms, Kyle 
made the trek to Dora's house. Originally he wasn't sure if it 
would be wise for him to show up unannounced, but the 
more he thought about Dora throughout the day, the more 
he realized he was missing her. The sun was starting to set 
behind him, but left enough light for him to get a good look 
at the town as he walked, and the warm summer air was 
perfect for the Valeans. Several times he spotted somebody 
else from where he was walking on the path. A group of kids 
playing here, some adults going on a walk there. It really 
seemed like nothing was wrong in the town. 


But to Kyle, everything had changed very quickly. He was 
suddenly seeing the world from a different view. Things felt 
more.../mportant. More precious. He had things he cared for 
now. 


A dog ran up to Kyle and barked excitedly, while a few kids 
weren't far behind, trying to catch the animal. Normally Kyle 
would have just walked on, but for some reason he stopped. 
Placing the crate on the dirt path, he bent down to scratch 
the dog behind its ear. 


"You still don't have a care in the world, huh?" he said to the 
dog, Knowing it wouldn't understand. "You're lucky." 


The dog, feeling like it had concluded its investigation of 
Kyle, turned around and ran back to the kids who were 
calling it. Kyle picked up the crate and watched them 
disappear toward the plaza. Even the kids seemed like they 
had no cares in the world. 


As Kyle walked on again, he realized that was probably true. 
At that age, what could someone possibly care about? Heck, 
Kyle felt that way until just recently, and he was long past 
being a young kid with no responsibilities. 


When Kyle made it into the clearing that housed Dora's 
cottage, he put his thoughts on hold. All it was doing was 
creating more sadness and anxiety in his mind, so why 
bother? Especially when he was about to visit one of the 
objects of his musings. 


Placing the crate on the grass next to his feet, Kyle knocked 

on the heavy wooden door. The sun began to creep lower in 

the sky, and soon would be swallowed up by the thick forest. 
Kyle squinted and watched to the best of his ability while he 
waited for an answer. After a minute, he knocked again, this 
time choosing to pay attention to any sounds that might be 

heard. 


There was no answer, and not a hint of any sounds coming 
from within. 


Slowly picking the crate back up, Kyle stood in place fora 
moment and put his thoughts to the situation. If Dora wasn't 
at the shop, and she wasn't at home, then that had to mean 
she was at Isaac's. If she wasn't there, then he would have 
no idea where else to look. 


Going at a quicker pace than before, Kyle walked to Isaac's 
home on the other side of Vale. Crossing the bridge by the 
waterfall offered Kyle an amazing view of the golden light of 
the sun's rays bathing the water as it flowed down to the 
river beneath the wooden bridge. However, in his hurry, Kyle 
paid it no mind. Instead, he finished his crossing and nearly 
jogged the short distance from the bridge to Isaac's home. 
His arms hurt by the time he made it to the house, since he 
had been carrying the crate of apples the entire way. For the 
first time in his life, he regretted not knowing how to use 
psynergy better. If he was an expert at Move, he could just 
use his psynergy to push the crate around town with little- 
to-no effort physically. 


At least, that's how he thought it might work. He never was 
too sure of the limits or speed of Move. That made him 
realize yet again that it was going to be difficult without 
Dora at the shop. Who else was there to help him with his 


psynergy? 


Placing the crate down yet again, Kyle raised a tired arm and 
knocked on the door. To his relief, he heard voices from 
inside, and he knew that Dora surely had to have been 
there. He took a few seconds to wipe the sweat off his 
forehead and to straighten his hair out a bit with his fingers. 
Only after he was done did he realize his error in doing them 
in that order. 


The door opened, revealing the pleasant face of Kinny. She 
smiled at Kyle. 


"H-Hey, uh..." Kyle said. He was at a loss for words as he 
realized that he didn't know Dora's last name, so he didn't 
know what to call Kinny. Why would he not know that? He 
never did actually refer to her by name at the dinner. Miss 
what? Or was she missus? He suddenly felt very 
embarrassed at not knowing the proper name to call her. 


Kyle shook his head and just decided to refer to her by her 
first name. He had other things to worry about, so why sweat 
the small stuff? "Um, hi Kinny. Is Dora here?" 


To her credit, she didn't seem offended. Kyle's gamble paid 
off, and he had a moment of relief. That is, until she 
answered his question. 


"No, I'm sorry Kyle. I'm actually not sure where she is..." She 
looked behind her. "Hey, George? Did Dora say where she 
was going?" 


Kyle couldn't see him, but George called back from within, 
saying, "Can't say that she did." 


Turning back to Kyle, Kinny said, "Sorry dear. Would you like 
to wait here for her?" 


Truthfully, Kyle wouldn't have minded seeing Isaac. He 
asked Kinny if that would be okay. 


Kinny gave Kyle a look of pity. "I'm afraid I'll have to 
disappoint you again... He's asleep right now, and the Great 
Healer has given us strict orders to let him sleep and get his 
rest. It's...hard on all of us. | think that's why Dora left, my 
poor girl... She's a mess over this." 


Kyle nodded slowly, and looked down at the crate of apples 
near his feet, nestled in the grass. It served as a reminder to 
Kyle that things would be different now. No longer would he 
be able to see Dora at work, or consult Isaac for his wisdom. 
"I see..." he replied. 


"Did you try back at our house? She might've gone there," 
Kinny offered. 


Not wanting to bother Kinny any longer, Kyle lied and said, "I 
haven't. I'll go check there. Can | leave these here with 

you?" He motioned to the apples on the ground. "They're for 
Dora, but | don't really want to carry them around anymore." 


Kinny smiled. "Of course." She picked them up and moved 
them inside. "If you see her, tell her she shouldn't stay out 
much later. Neither of us got a whole lot of sleep last night, 
and | don't really want her to repeat that tonight." 


"I'll make sure to tell her," Kyle said with a smile. Then, 
bidding her goodbye, he turned and walked away from the 
house in the direction of Dora's cottage. 


Kyle had no idea where Dora could be, and like everybody 
else involved, he really was too tired to do much more for 
the night. If he couldn't talk to Dora or Isaac, there was no 
point in staying out. Once he was sure Kinny wasn't looking 
anymore, he changed directions and headed for his house. 


Kyle's mom was at their dining table when he got home, 
reading an old book that she claimed was her favorite. "Your 
father forgot to pick up the meat again, so dinner tonight is 
whatever you want to make yourself," she said, not taking 
her eyes off of the page. 


"Okay," Kyle said quietly, leaving the kitchen. He wasn't 
even hungry enough for Dora's cooking, let alone his own 
mediocre cooking. Everything inside him felt tight and 
painful, but he knew it wasn't from a lack of food. 


On his way to his own small room, he passed the sitting 
room where his dad spent most of his evenings. His dad was 
slumped over a writing desk, jotting down words at a rapid 
pace, as per usual, writing one of his books that Kyle never 
could quite get into. 


Kyle watched his dad for a few minutes before speaking up. 
"Hey, dad?" 


His dad sat straight up and turned to look at Kyle. "Huh? Oh, 
hey. What?" 


Leaning against the door frame, Kyle absentmindedly began 
to study his hands. "I have a favor to ask..." 


Kyle's dad stretched, popped his back, and then looked back 
at the paper he was writing on. "Sure, what is it?" He began 
writing again. 


Pausing a moment, Kyle picked nervously at a fingernail, but 
then looked back up at his dad. "Can you help me with my 


psynergy?" 


His dad didn't stop writing. "Well, didn't we go over it 
already? | thought we did that years ago." 


"We did... | just haven't been very good at it. | think | need 
more help," Kyle explained quietly, his face turning slightly 
red.. 


"Sure, kid. Tell you what - - once | finish this book, I'll take a 
break from writing for a few days and we'll pick it up where 
we left off," his dad said, still writing as if his life were in 
danger if he stopped. "In the mean time, see if your mom 
will help, okay?" 


That was pretty much what Kyle had expected. The young 
adept held his breath for a moment and knitted his brow, 
trying to gather the courage to say what he wanted. Instead, 
he exhaled sharply and nodded. "Yeah. Okay," he said, 
turning around and walking away. Rather than checking with 
his mom, he adjourned to his bedroom for the rest of the 
evening, spending his time drawing pictures and staring at 
his ceiling from the bed. The restless brunette was unable to 
fall asleep until the quiet hours of the early morning. 


!-M- -U- -L- -T- -I-! 
1-S- -C- -L- -E- -R-! 


It wasn't until the next evening after work that Kyle finally 
had a chance to speak to Dora. Much like the previous night, 
he couldn't track her down at her cottage. When he 
attempted a visit to Isaac's house, he was again unable to 
speak to the bedridden man. His efforts to see Dora turned 
out similarly, with Kinny not knowing where Dora went a 
second time. A bit distraught, and tired over having a 


restless night twice in a row, Kyle decided to spend the rest 
of the evening trying to find Dora so he could put at least 
one part of his mind at ease. The only problem was, he really 
didn't know where she could possibly be. 


It struck him as odd that he didn't know much more about 
her, despite the time they spent together. He had no idea of 
where her favorite hangouts might be, or if she even had 
any friends that she would visit in the evenings. Whenever 
they went their separate ways after work, he had always just 
assumed that Dora went home like he did. But then, Kyle 
always did have a problem picturing people in settings that 
differed from how he would usually see them. When he 
thought of Dora, it was always an image of her sitting 

behind the item counter, reading quietly, joking with him, or 
telling him another plan of hers. Or, at times when he felt 
bold, he would picture her as he remembered first seeing her 
the night of the dinner she had worked so hard on, in her 
gorgeous blue dress, looking prettier than he had ever 
thought possible. Her eyes would sparkle as she answered 
the door in his memory and she would crack a big, infectious 
grin that would compliment her every feature. 


But that was all real memories. He couldn't imagine her with 
friends because, other than James, he hadn't seen her with 
any and she never mentioned other friends. In a way, it had 
made Kyle feel more comfortable around Dora. With his 
growing desire to spend more time with her, he didn't have 
anybody to compete with for her time. At least, that's what 
he originally had thought. But what if he was wrong about 
that? He really couldn't say for sure, as it had been just an 
assumption. 


While he was wandering around the plaza, ignoring anybody 
else who he came across, Kyle ran his thoughts over the 
question of what he would say to Dora when he did find her. 


Obviously the young lady wouldn't be in a humorous mood, 
he could figure that much out, so he'd need to lay off the 
jokes. That wasn't a problem, as he didn't feel in much of a 
giddy mood himself. And he supposed that he'd bring up 
Vale's upcoming celebration, and what else she might need 
from him in that regard. And naturally, he'd find out how 
she'd been doing overall. That was something, but not 
much. He hoped she would be in a more talkative mood than 
him. She was much better at it. 


It took him another hour and a half before he found Dora. 
The sun had already set, and he had nearly given up. Just as 
he was leaving the plaza after having searched it a third 
time, he spotted her in the last place he would have thought 
to look. Walking up a stairway and along a dirt path, Kyle 
saw Dora step out of James' house. 


To say that Kyle was bewildered was an understatement. 
Why in the world would Dora be around James after their 
breakup? From where he stood in the darkness, he couldn't 
see much of what was going on. Dora stood at the 
illuminated doorway for a few minutes, speaking to the 
figure of James. Kyle was too far away to hear what they 
were saying, but he tried his best to read their body 
language. Unfortunately, that didn't give too much away. 


After another few minutes they seemed to have concluded 
their conversation, and Dora turned and walked away while 
James disappeared behind his door. With the light suddenly 
removed from the scene Kyle nearly lost track of Dora as she 
hurried away along a trail in the direction of her cottage. 


Kyle was confused. He felt some pain in his chest, and he 
really wasn't sure why. As he started to slowly follow the 
path that Dora had taken, he slowly began to wonder if 
maybe his feelings were hurt. Dora had to have known that 


Kyle would be worried about her, so why did she visit James 
before him? Kyle had proven recently that he genuinely 
wanted to make things in her best interest, whereas James 
had already proven he'd give Dora up for his own desires. 
Kyle had been there to observe her pain from the ordeal, 
stressing constantly over how to help her. 


The only thought that kept Kyle's exhausted mind in check 
regarding James was the momentary remembrance of Isaac's 
words, about how easy it can be choosing a lifestyle over a 
person. It was James' choice to pick whichever he wanted, 
and Kyle couldn't - - or rather, shouldn't - - judge his 
character on that. But, still...why was Dora visiting him? 


The jealousy, a new and powerful feeling to Kyle, coursed 
through him. He didn't like the way he felt one bit, but he 
really had no idea how else to feel. He thought that, at the 
very least, he and Dora were now friends. When would she 
have come to see him at the shop? Or tried to catch him 
after work? The information he gathered from her note the 
previous day basically spelled out in big bright letters that 
Kyle wouldn't see her step foot in the shop for a while. 


Kyle approached Dora's home. The light pouring out of the 
windows indicated that Dora was inside and had lit a fire in 
the fireplace. That, too, was odd, since the temperature in 
the air was warm. Reaching the door, Kyle knocked softly, 
still unsure of how to feel. He began having doubts about 
talking to Dora at that moment, wondering if it was still a 
good idea. 


Whether it would prove to be a disagreeable action or not, it 
didn't matter. Dora opened the door before Kyle could have 
changed his mind. "Oh, Kyle! What brings you out here?" 
she asked, clearly surprised at finding him at her door. 


Kyle wasn't really sure where to start. He wanted to find out 
how she was doing, but since seeing her depart from James' 
house he knew for his own tired and agitated mind's sake 
that he had to figure out what was going on with her visiting 
James. 


To Kyle's credit, he always knew he wasn't the smartest 
person around, so he wasn't at all surprised by which topic 
his mouth chose to address first. "I saw you leave James' 
house," he said quietly, avoiding eye contact with the young 
lady. "Didn't you two break up?" 


Dora studied Kyle carefully before answering. "Well, yes... 
We did." 


Kyle sniffed and scratched the back of his neck, looking 
down at their feet. "So, why were you there?" 


Folding her arms, Dora said, "Sorry Kyle, but that's a 
personal matter." 


Her answer stung even more than seeing her talk to James. 
Why were things affecting him so much? Venus, he hated 
being so sensitive. 


"Oh..." he murmured. 


Dora took a deep breath. "I guess you've heard about my 
grandpa," she said quickly, changing the subject. 


Kyle nodded, still not meeting Dora's eyes. For some reason, 
he knew that the usual positive feelings he felt when looking 
at her blue eyes would instead hurt him at the moment. 


"Did you need something else, Kyle?" 


He needed a lot of things, truthfully, but most of what he 
wanted he felt he couldn't say to Dora for fear of upsetting 
or disappointing her. Instead, he ran off his original line of 
questions to her. "Just wondering if you still needed my help 
for the celebration, when you think you'll be coming back to 
work, and...| guess just how you're doing overall," he said, 
looking up for the first time in a while, but still not meeting 
Dora's eyes. He instead looked past her shoulder into the 
house. He noted in his mind that she still hadn't invited him 
inside. Just another thing that felt off about her that night. 


Dora tapped her foot softly. "To be honest...| don't think my 
heart will be in it for the celebration. I'll just have to pass on 
selling anything this year," she said quietly. 


That made sense to Kyle, though he had been looking 
forward to it. What had been the point in collecting the 
apples? He felt silly trying to learn a psynergy skill that he 
couldn't permanently use without some tiny beads. And now 
to know that Dora wasn't going to use the apples anyway, it 
made Kyle feel like he had worked hard for nothing. 


“Regarding work, | wish | had an answer. But you'll probably 
get to slack off as much as you'd like without me there, so 
you'll be okay." 


The old Kyle might've been okay, but that wasn't the case 
anymore. The young man looked down again and shrugged, 
afraid to speak. He didn't know what he would say if he 
started to. His chest was hurting a bit more with everything 
she said. Of course she would force him into that position at 
work afterhe had changed his priorities for her. He had just 
started to begin to believe that he wouldn't need to take any 
more naps in the shop - - the days passed by just as quickly 
when he was engaged in a fun activity or conversation with 


Dora, and it always left him feeling more satisfied than if he 
had just dozed off. 


"And as for how I'm doing... I'm okay," Dora continued. "I've 
been spending time with my grandfather during his waking 
hours, usually in the morning and afternoon. It's...different." 


Kyle raised his eyes up to see that Dora's gaze wasn't 
focused on anything in particular, indicating that she was 
lost in her thoughts. 


"Well," she said, coming to her senses moments later and 
looking back at Kyle. They made eye contact for the first 
time in several minutes. "Don't worry about me. I'll be even 
better in time," she said, giving a slight, forced smile. 


Still afraid to speak, Kyle acknowledge he heard everything 
she said with yet another nod, slower than the last. 
Everything about his insides felt ugly, but the last thing he 
wanted to do was give Dora another reason to be upset, 
especially from him. His emotions, though admittedly out-of- 
control at the moment, were his problem, and so he kept 
them to himself. 


"Was there something else?" Dora asked after an 
uncomfortable silence. 


"No... No, um..." Kyle inhaled sharply, daring not to say much 
more than that. "Have a good night, Dora," he added 
quickly. 


Kyle was about to turn around and leave when Dora stopped 
him, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. "Kyle... Are you 
okay?" 


Kyle's body tensed under her touch, and his mind began 
buzzing with activity. Of course she would ask him that. He 


didn't want her to ask that, but she would naturally be 
concerned over how stupid he was acting. Why did he 
search for her in the first place? Why did he follow her home, 
knowing he wasn't in control of his thoughts? Why couldn't 
he just have left everything alone and not cared about 
anything, like he had before? Why did Isaac let her work 
there in the first place, Knowing the type of person Kyle was? 
Why did she have to save him from falling and make him 
feel indebted to her? Why did her dad have to be dead? The 
only reason he let his guard down in the first place was 
because he felt guilty. Why couldn't she just have remained 
a stranger that he couldn't care less about? 


The wave of emotions was something that Kyle had never 
dealt with or prepared for, and it became too much for him 
to handle. He looked at Dora's face and longed for 
everything to be okay again. Why did everything have to be 
so different now? If he could just have spent the rest of his 
days working at the shop with her, conversing and goofing 
off during the slow periods of the day... It wasn't a surprise to 
Kyle that he suddenly knew she was a ten. His ten. The only 
one he had ever come across. It wasn't about looks - - 
though he was increasingly aware of the fact that he 
underestimated her appearance in the first place. She was 
his ten because he connected with her better than he had 
with anybody in his life, aside from perhaps Isaac. Every 
other encounter in Kyle's life had left him unimpressed and 
bored. Why did he have to like her so much, when there was 
no guarantee his emotions and feelings would be safe? 


He wondered and questioned over and over in his head, but 
he already had the answers. It was because she cared back. 
She spoke to him, showed interest in his developments, and 
gave as much as she received from him. In a life where 
nobody would take the time to get to know him or teach him 
anything, he was clinging onto the first person who could do 


that for him every day of the week, for hours and hours. 
Nobody had ever spent hours trying to teach him anything 
before as Dora had. Perhaps it was his parents who had 
crippled him in that way to start with by their somewhat 
emotional removal as he got older, but he himself had 
continued the act of avoiding people. He just never knew 
what the big deal was with a human connection. And now he 
knew. And now he had a connection that was dear to him - - 
and it was getting out of hand. 


"Kyle?" Dora said, rousing him from his deep thoughts. 


To his amazement, Kyle's eyes stung, and he felt them 
gradually begin to water up. He had to get out of there. It 
had been well over a decade since somebody had seen him 
cry, and he wasn't about to start now. His tears were always 
meant to be private. 


"I'm okay," he lied, though he doubted she believed it as his 
voice had quavered slightly when he spoke. "Good night." 


Before Dora could stop him again, he stepped onto the dirt 
path and walked hastily into the darkness of the night. 


!-M- -U- -L- -T- -I-! 
1-S- -C- -L- -E- -R-! 


The next few days were miserable for Kyle, as expected. He 
spoke to neither Dora nor Isaac, though he certainly tried to 
see the old man every day after work. It was always a 
fruitless effort, though, since Isaac's sleeping hours always 
seemed to coincide with Kyle's off time. Every attempt left 
Kyle feeling more and more lost. For her part, Dora didn't 
make any attempts to contact Kyle, and every time she was 
gone from Isaac's house when Kyle stopped by after work. 
Kinny always seemed to regard Kyle with a pitiful greeting 


when he visited, as if she knew that she was going to have 
to disappoint him yet again. 


A few days after Kyle's conversation with Dora, his life got a 
little more complicated. An hour after opening the shop, Kyle 
was sitting silently at his counter, staring at something in 
his hands. He stayed like that for a long time, looking up 
only when the door to the shop opened and in walked a 
pretty girl roughly his age. Her reddish-brown hair was 
collected in a single braid down around her shoulder, 
accented by a decorative pin that had some brightly colored 
stones imbedded into it. Her outfit was casual for a Valean 
during the summer - - some light clothes that were worn 
loosely, but looked durable enough for some laborious tasks. 


Walking to the center of the rug in the middle of the shop, 
her eyes, similar in color to her hair, locked onto Kyle's. She 
smiled at him politely. 


"You must be Kyle," she said in a smooth voice that was 
regularly pleasant to one's ears, but Kyle was unaffected. 
"I'm Shannon." 


Under normal circumstances, Kyle would have greeted her 
professionally. Instead, he just stared at her, studying her 
face. 


The young lady arched an eyebrow, and then turned and 
strode over to the item counter. Upon reaching it, she 
walked around to the vendor side and placed her bag 
behind it, then took a seat on the stool where Dora usually 
Sat. 


Still not having responded to her, Kyle looked down at the 
note he had received earlier that morning from George. 


Kyle, 


I've thought about it and realized you may want some 
company after all. Shannon will take over my duties until | 
return to work. She's a good friend of mine, and she won't 
get in your way. | lent her my key, so don't worry about 
letting her use yours. 


-Dora 


He wasn't sure what to expect after he had received the 
note. In his mind, he felt that if he couldn't have Dora as a 
co-worker, then he was best left alone to mull things over in 
his mind and try to get over it. After seeing Shannon, he was 
certain he should have been left alone. 


When Kyle was younger, he had made several attempts to 
spend time with the kids of the village. Most of them were 
happy to oblige and had nothing against Kyle joining them 
in their activities. However, he had a distinct memory of 
Shannon from about seven or eight years ago, at the height 
of his attempts to socialize. She was one of the few kids who 
had a problem with him, and tended to tease him on 
whatever small flaws she could pick out. The girl was one of 
the reasons he had originally decided he wouldn't have a 
girlfriend until he was in his thirties. 


Kyle's mind had warmed up to the idea of having a girlfriend 
much earlier after getting to know Dora, but with recent 
events he began to wonder if his original plan was better in 
the first place. His lack of control of his emotions made him 
feel like he wasn't ready after all. 


And so, with the bitterness that was paired with the memory 
of his youth still in his mind, it was closing time before Kyle 
spoke his first words to Shannon. It had been an extremely 
uncomfortable day. 


"I'm going home. You lock up," he said, rising from his seat. 


"Okay," Shannon replied with a hint of confusion, eyeing 
Kyle as he walked to the door. "Good night, | guess?" 


Kyle only offered a wave in return and left to go straight 
home. No longer did he try to see Isaac, Knowing that it 
would be futile. And he felt bad that he was giving Kinny 
guilt over the situation when he knew she already felt bad 
enough as it was. Instead, Kyle would shut himself in his 
room the rest of the night and draw or play with his old toys, 
though not quite with as much imagination as he used to. 
He was back to his old habits, and while they bored him 
endlessly after his small taste of learning psynergy after 
work with Dora, they were at least familiar. 


The only difference was that his sketches were no longer of 
people. Every time he would try to draw a female, he found 
that the person looked suspiciously like Dora. When he tried 
to draw a man, he could see James in the pictures and he 
ripped them up, not wanting to look at them any longer. And 
so he stuck to drawing whatever else came to mind, from 
animals to scenery to just nonsensical squiggles. None of 
them came out the way he had hoped. 


!-M- -U- -L- -T- -I-! 
1-S- -C- -L- -E- -R-! 


The next day began in much the same way as the previous 
day. Shannon showed up well after the shop was supposed 
to open. The young lady was even later than Kyle - - which 
was an unusual thing. Since Dora had began working at the 
shop, he had never been the one to unlock the door in the 
morning. For him to be earlier than his co-worker, it was a 
strange feeling. The whole scenario felt alien to him. 


Just like before, Kyle said nothing to Shannon. For her part, 
Shannon greeted Kyle, but an almost inaudible grunt was all 


she got in return. For the next few hours, they said nothing 
to each other. 


Around mid-day, the silence seemed to have finally become 
too much for Shannon. She closed the book she had been 
reading and placed it on the counter. She stared at the book 
for a while in deep contemplation before her next action. 


"Hey, um...do you not like me or something?" she asked, 
looking over at Kyle with a confused expression. 


Kyle shrugged, though the act was slow, as if he had a great 
weight on his shoulders that made it difficult to raise them. 
"You don't like me either..." he said quietly. "So | figure we're 
on even grounds." 


Shannon's confused expression deepened, and she sat up 
straighter. "What?! When did I ever say that I don't like 
you?" she questioned with a raised voice. "I didn't even 
know you until yesterday!" 


Sighing in an annoyed way, Kyle tilted his head to its side so 
that he could look at Shannon. "You used to tease me when 
we were younger. Made fun of my ears a few times...then my 
nose when | grew my hair long enough to cover my ears. 
Sometimes my feet when we'd all play barefoot by the 
psynergy stone pond. You always had something negative to 
say." 


Shannon raised an eyebrow, but remained silent for the next 
few seconds. Then, a look of realization crossed her face, 
and she laughed lightly. Kyle would have found it to be a 
wonderful sound if he wasn't so inclined to dislike 
everything about her. 


"You think those things meant that I didn't like you?" she 
asked incredulously. She was smiling now. 


Kyle turned his attention back to the drawing he was 
working on. "Yes, that's usually what happens when one 
person doesn't like another," he stated with a tone that was 
laced with annoyance. 


Shannon shook her head and then relaxed her head in her 
hand, with her arm propped up on the counter. "And how 
about if there's a crush involved?" 


That wasn't a response Kyle was expecting to receive. The 
young adept turned to look at Shannon again, this time with 
more attention. "What do you mean?" 


Shannon stopped smiling and said, "I vaguely recall it now. | 
had to think about it a bit, but you know how it goes. Little 
kid likes another little kid, so they tease them. It happens all 
the time. | remember thinking you were cute." 


"You...what?" 


Shannon waved him off and went back to her book. "Well, 
before you stopped showing up at the pond anyway. That 
must be why | couldn't remember you right away." 


Shaking his head, Kyle said, "No, that's not right. It wasn't 
just teasing. You would push me into the water." 


"Yeah, | used that on all the boys | liked," Shannon replied, 
closing her book again and regarding Kyle with interest. 
“The ones who got the hint would pull me in after them. I'm 
surprised it went over your head - - | remember thinking you 
were way too smart for me." 


Kyle was silent. He tried to recall if there was anything that 
would put holes in her explanation, but he was coming up 
short. Had he been wrong all those years? 


"I'm sorry if you took it the wrong way," Shannon said, 
standing up and walking over to Kyle's counter. "How about 
we make peace now?" she asked, offering him a hand. 


Staring at her hand, Kyle didn't know what else to do. He 
took her hand and shook it once, then released it, but never 
fully focused on the events happening outside of his 
thoughts. More and more things just kept entering his life 
that confused him about women. 


"Good," Shannon said, smiling. "Don't worry, | promise | 
won't push you in the water anymore," she added with a 
light laugh as she walked back to her counter. 


Kyle stood up and scratched his head with a sigh. "Listen, 
I've just had a rough week. Even making peace with me 
probably won't make me speak any more than what you're 
used to." 


"You're speaking more than usual now, aren't you?" 


She had a point, but Kyle explained what he meant. "For 
now. If | go quiet it's not because of you." 


Shannon grabbed her book and opened it up again. "Okay, 
I'll survive. You're the reason why | brought a book this 
time," she said with a smirk. 


Kyle nodded and walked to the exit of the shop. "I'll be back 
in a few minutes. | just need to stretch my legs...get some 
air, maybe." 


"Take your time," Shannon said, sounding cheery. 


Kyle left the shop and walked around to the back of the 
building. The ladder, which had been used when Kyle 
repaired the roof, was still leaning against the shop. 


Climbing the ladder, Kyle laid down onto the soft golden 
straw and stared at the blue sky. 


It was a sobering feeling knowing that he couldn't trust his 
instincts after hearing they had been wrong all the time 
about Shannon. Who knows what other things he had been 
wrong about in his life? In a small way, it made him feel 
better about Dora. He really couldn't say what was going on 
with her and James without hearing about it directly from 
her, so why make assumptions? Even if she wasn't going to 
tell him about it, he should have given her the benefit of the 
doubt. 


Kyle stayed there for some time and basked in the warm sun 
before heading back into the shop to finish up his shift. 


!-M- -U- -L- -T- -I-! 
1-S- -C- -L- -E- -R-! 


The next day was the day that the people of Vale would 
celebrate its founding with a festival. Since Isaac had 
planned for the shop to be closed that day, Kyle had nothing 
to do all morning and early afternoon. He made a short trip 
to attempt to visit Isaac, but in a moment that convinced 
him his timing was always going to be awful, Kinny 
explained to Kyle that Isaac had a line of visitors waiting 
inside. Since many people had the day off, those who were 
concerned for him had woken up bright and early to visit the 
aging man. Kinny explained that the Healer wanted only one 
visitor with Isaac at a time, since it took a lot for him to 
process what was in front of him. 


By that point, Kyle just rolled with it. He wasn't surprised at 
all, and thanked Kinny for her explanation and went on his 
way. Dora, of course, wasn't there either - - Kinny said she 
had gone out while Isaac's time was occupied by visitors. So 


Kyle accomplished nothing except making him wonder why 
he had suddenly been cursed with bad luck the last few 
days. 


Making it back to his home, Kyle wanted to do something to 
take his mind off of things. For the first time in several days, 
the Venus adept decided he would spend the time he had 
until the festival practicing Move. For several hours he hung 
out just beyond the border of the forest, moving a box back 
and forth along a hunting path. He gradually increased the 
weight of the box as time went on, adding stones and 
handfuls of dirt inside. The slow additions of more weight 
allowed him to better gauge just how much psynergy 
strength to use with his commands to get the desired 
results. 


By the time the celebration was underway, Kyle was feeling 
much more confident in his abilities and himself. For the first 
time in his life, he was starting to believe that maybe he 
wasn't bad at psynergy after all - - that maybe he just hadn't 
practiced enough. It gave him hope, and brightened his 
mood enough that he felt like he might actually enjoy going 
to the festival. After cleaning himself up, he made the walk 
to Vale's plaza with his parents, figuring that at the very 
least he'd find some good food there. 


And just as he thought, there was plenty of food. The smell 
of the amazing cooking carried all throughout Vale, and soon 
the noises of the festivities followed. Songs and dances were 
put on for the residents to enjoy, and games were laid out 
here and there around the plaza. Two separate plays were 
put on; one a parody of the average Valean life that even 
brought forth a chuckle from Kyle (the joke about using 
Move to accomplish every single task through the day didn't 
apply to him, but he saw the humor in it), and the other a 
historical retelling of the purpose behind Mt. Aleph. It was a 


story that everyone had known since childhood, but seeing 
a visual representation of it added a whole new layer to the 
tale. 


As the sun began to set, torches were set up around the 
plaza, and in the center near the psynergy stone, a huge 
bonfire was lit, allowing the festivities to continue well into 
the evening. The songs that the performers played - - which 
had been happier in tone earlier on - - slowed down to allow 
the tiring residents to keep up. Kyle's parents disappeared 
from his sight at several points to dance to the slower 
melodies. 


Kyle didn't participate in much. Even the eating contest was 
something he ultimately decided not to take part in. The 
only thing he had purchased was some of the delicious food, 
which he took great pains to restrain himself from eating too 
much of, since he didn't want to spend all of his money on 
something that would only be in his hands for as long as his 
mouth would allow it. He didn't dance at all - - though his 
mom did offer on several occasions to find him a girl to 
dance with. So it was a relief, in the end, that he was able to 
step away from them and find some time alone on a bench, 
where he could continue his quiet observation of the nights 
events. 


As the party died down and people began departing for their 
homes, the adepts running the games were trying their 
hardest to earn a few extra gold pieces before the festival 
came to an official end. Shouts rang out in the night air that 
advertised the ease of the game at hand or the enjoyment 
one could have by participating in their impossible-to-lose 
game. With the increased volume of those men and women 
hitting his ears, Kyle knew he wouldn't be staying much 
longer. 


Before he could gather the energy to leave the bench and 
walk home, Kyle felt somebody sit beside him. He hesitated 
looking over to see who it was, worrying that it might be 
Dora. He had mixed feelings over the fact that he hadn't 
seen her the entire night, let alone since his awkward 
encounter with her. He wasn't sure how he would feel if he 
saw her, even though he had tried to prepare himself in the 
event that he did run into her at some point during the 
festival. 


“"How've you been, Kyle?" asked a calm masculine voice. 


Startled, Kyle turned to see that James had taken the seat 
beside him. The Mars adept leaned back against the bench 
and stared at the dancers with a thoughtful expression on 
his face. 


Kyle turned away again. It was even worse than if Dora had 
sat beside him. His mood began to sour knowing that James 
was speaking to him, though he couldn't quite explain why. 
"Fine, | guess." 


He didn't really care how James was, and so he didn't return 
the question. He figured that in just a moment he'd be 
heading home anyway, so why bother getting into a 
conversation with somebody he didn't want to speak to? He 
focused his attention on his parents, who were dancing 
awkwardly, but didn't seem to mind that they occasionally 
stepped on each other's feet. 


James was silent for some time before speaking again. "I've 
something on my mind that I'd like to discuss with you," he 
said slowly. Each word seemed calculated. 


Kyle's thoughts went back to the night he had seen Dora 
leaving James'. The bitter feeling grew stronger within him. 
He said nothing. 


"What do you suppose Dora's been up to?" James asked, 
turning to look at Kyle for the first time. His brown eyes 
studied Kyle, which unnerved the Venus adept. 


Kyle wasn't sure why James was asking him. The Mars adept 
would surely know more about it than he would. Heck, even 
when Dora was leaving James' house, she remained at the 
door to speak to James longer than Kyle had spoken to her. 
He expressed this, saying, "I really can't say. But I'm sure 
you know." His voice sounded harsher than he had meant it 
to, but he didn't feel like he needed to take anything back or 
apologize for it. 


This seemed to surprise James. "What do you mean by that?" 


Kyle felt like he was on the verge of getting himself into hot 
water, and his mind was telling him to back out while he still 
could. But for the last few days, Kyle had felt more stress and 
frustration than he had experienced during the entirety of 
the rest of his life, and James was one part of that stress. "I 
don't think it's a secret you've seen her lately," he said, 
picking at the wood of the bench. 


Silence from James. 


The silence once again made Kyle feel uncomfortable, and 
he added without thinking, "I'm not sure why you think you 
should even talk to her after how much you've hurt her." 


That time James did reply. "Don't you think it's her decision 
on who she talks to?" 


Kyle rolled his eyes, though James wasn't able to see it from 
his angle. "Ultimately, yeah, but we all do stupid things 
when we're upset." Kyle noted that he was probably doing 
just that, but he didn't care. He'd take being a hypocrite so 
long as he didn't have to fake kindness around James. 


James adjusted himself on the bench, moving into a position 
that seemed less relaxed and more guarded. Still staring at 
Kyle, he said, "It sounds like you have a problem with me." 


Kyle recognized that as a call out. He had seen a few scuffles 
between two of the kids he used to spend time with when he 
was younger, though he had never been involved in any of 
the fights. He watched the dancers for a moment. Their slow 
movements made him feel as though time had slowed down. 
His thoughts processed just as slowly as he perceived the 
time. 


James picked up on the hint from Kyle's silence. "I don't 
know what ideas you've got in your head about her and me, 
but she approached me - - not the other way around." 


That brought back some of the stinging pain in Kyle's chest - 
- pain that had for a while turned dull and left him with a 
hollow feeling. The most Dora had sought Kyle for since 
Isaac's accident was her notes telling him to keep practicing 
or keep an eye on the shop. It was hurtful to think that that's 
all he was to her, after she had somehow become more to 
him. The pain was further intensified by her actions with 
James. Dora had made no attempt to visit Kyle at his house. 


"| hadn't even been to see Isaac because | wasn't sure if that 
would upset her or not," James admitted. "Not until earlier 
today, at least, when she said | could." 


The pain intensified further. Kyle hadn't even been able to 
see Isaac, and now he was learning that James had seen him 
before he could. He couldn't control himself - - he began to 
loathe the Mars adept. 


"Be quiet," Kyle said softly. 


James squinted. "What?" 


"Shut up," Kyle exclaimed, a bit louder. 


James was quiet for a moment, but then stood up and stared 
at Kyle with narrow eyes and a furrowed brow. "If you have a 
problem with me, we can settle this right here, right now." 


Kyle snorted. That'd be the day. James had at least fifty 
pounds of additional muscle on his body than Kyle, not to 
mention the important fact that Kyle had never been ina 
fight in his life. "You really think I'm dumb enough to fight 
you?" 


It was James' turn to snort in disbelief. "What are you 
thinking? I'm not talking about a fight." 


Looking up at him, Kyle matched his expression. "Then what 
are you saying?" 


James pointed to the festival's games. "I was thinking a 
competition." 


Kyle didn't see the point. "How is that supposed to make me 
feel better?" 


"Because we'll set conditions that the winner and loser must 
follow," James explained. 


That seemed reasonable enough. Kyle stood up and stared 
at the games. "What conditions?" 


"Whatever we each agree on." 


Kyle ran his eyes over the various games. They were all 
simple festival games that were always present at the 
celebrations of Vale. Some tested a person's physical 
abilities, such as the game where a person would throw 
smooth stones at cheap clay jars in an attempt to break 


them for the prizes inside, while others tested a person's 
psynergy. 


None of them looked like anything Kyle could do with any 
amount of skill, but he didn't want to back down and admit 
defeat when he felt so much poison inside him, and so he 
ended up focusing his gaze on a game that pitted two 
adepts against each other. The object of the game was to 
use Move to get a box from one end of a lane to the other. It 
was Clearly a challenge that would reward the adept with 
the strongest psynergy, but it was the only one Kyle actually 
felt like he had a chance at since he had practiced Move 
earlier that day. 


"Then how about that one?" Kyle suggested, pointing to the 
Move game. 


James nodded. "That works. And the conditions?" 


Kyle thought about that for a while. What exactly did he 
want, anyway? As the tension of the situation built up more 
and more while they walked toward the game, he couldn't 
quite put his finger on anything that James could even offer 
him that would make him feel better. 


Fortunately, James was smarter than Kyle gave him credit 
for. "How about this," he offered. "If you win, | promise that | 
will no longer see Dora, even if she seeks me out." 


That was perfect. Just the idea made Kyle feel better. He 
wasn't sure why that was, but it was likely the best option 
for his part of the deal. Kyle agreed. 


"And if | win, | want you to do me a favor." 


"A favor?" Kyle asked apprehensively. "What favor?" 


James looked back at the bench they had been sitting on. "I 
want you to meet me there after you get off work tomorrow, 
and | want you to have a civil discussion with me that won't 
erupt into a silly challenge." 


What a weird request. "Why?" Kyle questioned. 
James didn't answer him. "Is it a deal?" he asked. 


Kyle suddenly felt hesitant. It seemed easy enough. All he'd 
have to do is sit through one discussion with James if he lost. 
That wouldn't be too bad - - depending on the topic of the 
discussion, anyway. And if he won, then he'd feel better 
knowing that James would leave Dora alone. A selfish 
request, but James had nothing more to offer Dora anyway, 
so he didn't feel too bad. "Yeah, sure," he finally answered. 


Offering his hand out, James said, "Then we have a deal." 
Kyle shook James’ hand. "I guess we do." 


The game had no adepts in line waiting to participate, so 
Kyle and James were able to begin immediately. As soon as 
they stepped up to their spots, Kyle felt the presence of 
several eyes fall on him. He looked around and realized that 
a few people were watching. 


The young man suddenly felt very nervous. He had never 
before been in a situation where he'd be watched by others 
during a competition. 


Looking over at James, he saw that the Mars adept was 
inspecting the box. Kyle mimicked the Mars adept's actions, 
though he wasn't sure what he was supposed to be looking 
for. He just didn't want to look stupid in front of the 
observers. 


When James stepped back, Kyle stepped back as well, and 
the man running the game announced that they were to 
begin on the count of the three. He held up a bell and called 
for silence, much to Kyle's dismay. His heart began beating 
rapidly as even more people stepped up to watch the 
competition. He bitterly realized that a song had just ended, 
and since it was seemingly the last of the night, several of 
the remaining dancers had approached the games to get the 
last bit of fun that they could out of the night. Most stopped 
to watch Kyle and James compete. 


"One...! Two...! Three...!" 


Kyle began using Move with an intense amount of force. The 
box slid forward down the lane at a rapid pace. 


"And go!" the announcer shouted, dinging a bell. 


The color drained from Kyle's face as he realized he had 
started too early. But it was too late to stop. He continued 
giving it his all, watching as the box made progress. 


"Cheater!" someone from the sides called. A few other 
observers booed at Kyle. 


Though he hadn't meant to cheat, the accusation still bore 
deep and unsettled Kyle. Soon, a couple behind him started 


to giggle. 


Moments later, some others joined in and the laughter grew 
in Kyle's ears. 


"And we have a WINNERRRRRR'" the announcer shouted, 
clanging the bell continuously, causing Kyle to halt his 
progress. In horror, he realized that he hadn't even made it a 
fourth of the way down the lane before James had finished 
pushing his box the entire way, winning the competition. 


More laughter entered Kyle's ears, churning up his stomach 
and making him feel ill. 


“That's what you get," a bystander mocked. 


Kyle clenched his fists together. Looking over at James, he 
Saw that the Mars adept was watching him carefully. 


Turning on his heels, Kyle left the scene, trying to ignore the 
few people who continued laughing at him. He didn't stop 
walking until he made it all the way home, where he went to 
his room, shut the door, collapsed on his bed, and slammed 
his fist down on his pillow. 


End: Chapter Five 


*Chapter 6*: Chapter 6 


How Heroes Are Made 
By Joker's Specter 


Chapter Hexad 


Kyle was irritable the next morning when he woke up for 
work. The sun was just peeking through his window and onto 
his face, indicating that it was time for him to wake up and 
get ready for another long day at the shop. Groaning and 
rolling over, he threw his pillow over his head. It had been a 
restless night for the Venus adept, and to him it felt like he 
had just fallen asleep. 


On top of the frustration he had felt from the results of the 
competition with James and everything else prior to that 
event that had been bothering him, he had a visitor late into 
the night. Mrs. Thomas, wife of one of the tailors in Vale, had 
stopped by. She had rapped loudly on the front door, which 
woke up both Kyle and his parents. The elderly woman 
explained that she desperately needed some herbs from the 
shop, due to her husband being sick, and Kyle in turn had to 
explain to his parents why she was coming to him for the 
emergency. It was decided that another sign would be hung 
up on the front door of their house instructing potential late- 
night customers to knock on Kyle's window. 


And so in the middle of the night, Kyle, carrying a lantern in 
one hand and guiding Mrs. Thomas with his other hand, 
walked all the way to the shop to retrieve some herbs for 
her. By the time he got back to his bed he was wide awake 
again and had to spend some time to wind down, thanks to 
his overactive brain running over all of his newfound 


problems again. All in all he figured he only got a couple 
hours of sleep through the whole night. 


It took everything that Kyle had in him to pull himself out of 
bed that morning. Everything seemed gloomy and annoying 
to him. Even the chirping of the birds made him want to 
grab some cotton and jam it as deep as his fingers could 
push it into his ears. What was so great about mornings, 
anyway? When a person was as upset as Kyle was at that 
moment, the morning was just a multiplier of everything 
that made him want to quit life and become a permanent 
resident of his bed whose occupation was to sleep until 
nothing else was wrong. 


Kyle sat at the wooden table in his kitchen, staring at the 
plate of food he had scrounged up for himself. It looked like 
the most awful meal of his life. He may have been 
exaggerating that thought, but for the time being, that's 
how he felt. He had no motivation or energy to prepare 
anything else for breakfast. Grabbing the dry meat that he 
had found on the kitchen counter, he slowly ate it over the 
next twenty minutes, stopping only to drink some warm 
water that left his mouth as unsatisfied as the rest of him. 


Having finished his awful meat, it was time to face the rest 
of the day. Kyle gave a heavy sigh and opened the front door 
of the house. With a creak, it slowly swung open, washing 
Kyle in the bright morning sunlight. The effect was 
immediate - - Kyle's irritation grew yet again. There was just 
something about the sunlight blinding him that reminded 
Kyle that he would have a full day of work ahead of him, and 
it was only just beginning. 


"Kyle?" he heard a voice call from behind him in the 
direction of his parents' bedroom. 


"Yeah, Mom? | gotta get to work," he called back wearily. 
Even speaking seemed to take too much effort. 


"Okay, have a good day! | just wanted to let you know to not 
eat that old meat | left sitting out - - I'd meant to throw it 
away, but your father and | were exhausted last night after 
the festival," his mom's voice said. 


Kyle looked at the empty plate he left sitting on the table. All 
that remained of the meat were a few bits of chewy fat he 
spat back out. Then he looked down and moved his hand to 
hold his stomach, which had suddenly began to feel 
uncomfortable. 


No wonder the meat had tasted so bad. 


!-W- -H- -I- -T- -E-! 
!-B- -U- -N- -N- -Y-! 


"You can take the day off if you'd like, you Know..." Shannon 
said with a tilt of her head. "I think | can handle selling the 
wares if someone wants them." 


Kyle didn't budge from his spot on the floor. The Venus 
adept, who thought he was miserable before eating the old 
meat, was now feeling downright pitiful and pathetic. From 
the moment he arrived at the shop, he walked behind his 
counter and just collapsed on the stone floor, moving only to 
roll over onto his back and stare up at the ceiling. 


The single word answers he managed to grunt out seemed 
to give Shannon at least some idea of what was going on. He 
wasn't in the mood for anything more labored when it came 
to communication. 


"Are you really this sick over old food?" Shannon 
questioned, turning her body fully to face Kyle from her seat. 


"Eh," was Kyle's only reply. It probably wasn't just the meat, 
but it gave him a good target to put his hatred and blame 
on. The old meat was his enemy for the moment, and he 
cursed it as such. 


Shannon turned to look at the wares behind her on display. 
"Did you try taking something? An elixir, maybe?" 


A sigh from Kyle was all she got. 


"You sound just like my brother," Shannon said, standing to 
her feet and grabbing an elixir. "You think you can tough 
these things out, even though it would be much better to 
just take your elixir and get it over with." 


She walked over to Kyle and put the elixir in his hand. "Here 
- - drink this. It might help you." 


Kyle looked at the glass bottle full of dark liquid, staring at it 
for a while in deep thought. Yeah, sure, it might cure the 
food poisoning. But what about embarrassment? What about 
heartache? What about sadness and depression? What 
about underdeveloped psynergy? Those were the most 
painful things affecting him. 


Shannon looked at him expectantly. "You won't feel better by 
being stubborn, you know." 


Kyle looked up at Shannon with a curious expression laced 
with pain "Serious question: why do you care so much?" he 
asked. It was the longest sentence he had said to her all day. 


Shannon flipped her hair behind her shoulder and crouched 
down to better communicate with Kyle. "Dora wanted me to 
make sure you were okay. | don't think she had this in mind, 
but hey - - | can work with the unexpected," she replied with 
a smile. 


Kyle narrowed his eyes and lifted his head up a bit to get a 
better look at Shannon. "Dora wanted you to make sure I'm 
okay?" 


"She did," Shannon said with a light nod. "So I think you 
should drink that elixir so | can at least tell her I tried to the 
best of my abilities." 


Resting his head back on the stone floor of the shop, Kyle 
resumed staring at the ceiling. What did she mean by that? 
Why was Dora wanting her to make sure he was okay? It was 
definitely a surprising thing to Kyle. Did that mean that she 
was thinking about him after all? Was he overreacting? 


"I'm just going to say 'elixir' until you take it," Shannon said, 
interrupting Kyle's burning questions. 


Kyle sighed heavily, but didn't move. He really just needed 
some time to sort his thoughts out. 


"Elixir. Elixir. Elixir." 


Grunting in frustration, Kyle closed his eyes and tried to pull 
together the energy to sit up. 


"Elixir. Elixirelixirelixir'" 


"Okay, okay!" Kyle said, rolling over and pushing himself up 
onto his knees. Slowly he climbed to his feet and sat in his 
stool, slumping over the wooden counter. 


"Elixir! Elixir! Elixir! Elixir!" Shannon continued to say as she 
stepped aside for Kyle, louder than before. 


Kyle groaned and ripped out the glass topper of the elixir 
bottle, then chugged the entire fluid inside. 


"Eli - - Uh, wait a second. Were you supposed to drink all of 
that at once?" Shannon asked, taking the empty bottle from 
Kyle and inspecting it. 


Shrugging, Kyle laid his head back down on the counter, 
praying to whatever deities might be watching over him for 
relief from all that was troubling him. The stomachache was 
the least of his problems at the moment. 


"Uh oh," Shannon murmured, reading the handwritten 
instructions that were attached to the bottle on a string. 


Kyle opened is eyes. "Now what?" he questioned. What else 
was left that could go wrong? 


Shannon placed the bottle down in front of Kyle. "I'll go get 
you a bucket," she said grimly, and then moved to the back 
of the shop to dig through the cleaning supplies. 


Kyle grabbed the glass bottle and read the instructions. 


Elixir for curing sleep, stun, and delusion. Mix two to four 
drops in water and ingest. Overconsumption may lead to 
involuntary regurgitation. 


For some reason, the words were something Kyle couldn't 
seem to process no matter how many times he read them. 
He felt funny - - particularly in his stomach. Sweat started to 
collect on his forehead, and a wave of dizziness rushed over 
him. 


Shannon reappeared a moment later with a wooden bucket. 
"Sorry about that... | guess | don't know the wares as well as 
I'd thought," she said with a look of sympathy. 


Kyle glared at her, ripped the bucket from her hands, and 
climbed back to the cold floor, where he spent the rest of his 


shift in agony. 


!-W- -H- -I- -T- -E-! 
1-B- -U- -N- -N- -Y-! 


The day seemed to pass twice as slowly to Kyle. Under 
normal circumstances, he would have helped the time go by 
quicker while silently drawing, or on rarer occasions 
practicing his wood carving. Usually when he became 
focused on something creative like that he was able to zone 
out, and by the time he took a break from his project the 
hours would have flown by. 


On that particular day, due to his pain - - both physical and 
mental - - he was unable to do much more than sit on the 
floor of the shop, occasionally uttering a complaint about 
something or another or a groan of discomfort, while 
Shannon looked on with pity. 


By the time the young adept had to get up and close the 
shop he was feeling slightly more capable. At the very least 
he could stay upright long enough to walk out the door of 
the shop with Shannon, lock the door, and give her half of a 
wave as she went about the rest of her day. 


After Kyle hung the closed sign on the door, he let out a 
heavy sigh and turned to face the plaza. He was surprised to 
see how sparse the plaza had become since that morning. 
All signs of the festival from the night before had been taken 
down and disposed of throughout the day, and now the 
formerly colorful landscape had been reverted back to it's 
plain look, with the only notable color amidst the prominent 
green of the grass being the deep, glowing purple of the 
psynergy stone in the center of the plaza. 


"They put all of the benches away, so | Suppose we'll just 
have to make do with somewhere else," a voice behind Kyle 


said. 


Jumping, Kyle turned around and saw that James had walked 
around the side of the shop. He eyed the taller adept 
suspiciously, wondering if he was going to bring up their 
competition from the previous night. Any gloating would just 
serve as another figurative kick to Kyle while he was already 
down. "I guess so," Kyle replied, turning away from James 
and looking back at the scenery of the plaza. 


James walked past Kyle and looked around. "I don't know 
how long this will take, so let's find some seats." 


Even though James couldn't see it, Kyle shrugged and 
started to follow the larger adept. His upcoming discussion 
with James was something that Kyle had been dreading all 
day, in part because of the embarrassing performance 
during the contest. He really had no idea why he felt that he 
could take on a more experienced adept. It made him feel 
incredibly stupid to have let himself believe that. 


Still, Kyle figured that things couldn't get worse than they 
already were. The way he was feeling now, more bad stuff 
would just feel ironic more than depressing, so if anything it 
was the best time to talk to James, even if he did have to 
face some gloating. At the very least he could get it over 
with and never have to face James again. In a way, Kyle was 
reminded of just how insignificant he was when he was 
around the Mars adept. It was annoying. 


James led the way and the pair walked the short distance to 
the inn on the other side of the plaza. It had been almost 
eight months since Kyle had last stepped foot in the small 
inn, and he wondered what might have changed since then. 
He was slightly disappointed when he walked through the 
front door to see that everything was the same, right down 


to the Innkeeper sitting at the counter and talking to one of 
the villagers. 


The inn of Vale was, of course, a facility that people could 
sleep at, but due to Vale's rules of nobody being able to 
enter the village, it was hardly ever used that way. Instead, 
the inn was primarily used as a place that people could eat 
breakfast, lunch, or dinner. Kyle had bought a few lunches 
from the inn back when he first started working for Isaac, 
but soon realized that the cost of buying a lunch was really 
eating into his savings. So, with remarkable restraint, he 
stopped eating at the inn and began taking his own 
homemade lunches instead, right up until Dora began 
making him lunches. 


Making his way to one of the wooden tables in the dining 
area, James sat down and motioned for Kyle to sit on the 
opposite side so that they could face each other. Kyle slowly 
took the seat on the bench offered to him. 


"Hungry?" James asked, leaning back in his chair and 
running a hand through his black hair. 


Kyle raised an eyebrow and asked, "Why?" He was almost 
always hungry, but he wasn't about to tell James that. 


James pointed to the table. "They serve food here." 


A grunt escaped Kyle's mouth. "I Know that. | meant, why do 
you want to know?" 


"Because if we're here, we may as well get something to 
eat," James explained patiently. 


Kyle shook his head. "I just soent plenty of money on food 
last night." 


James paused for a moment, seemingly considering 
something. After a short silence, he stood up and walked to 
the counter where the Innkeeper was still conversing. 


Kyle watched as James said a few words to the Innkeeper, 
and then returned to the table. 


"I'll pay for your dinner," James said, sitting down on the 
wooden bench. "He says he'll send his wife out in a moment 
to get our orders." 


Kyle was at a loss when it came to a reply. He was secretly 
enjoying being snippy with James, but it was hard to keep it 
up when the guy just offered to pay for his dinner. And a 
good dinner, too - - the Innkeeper's wife was probably only 
second to Dora when it came to quality of food. But still, he 
couldn't help himself. James was more or less a symbol of 
Kyle's frustration in physical form, and it bothered him to 
have to spend any time of his day in the Mars adept's 
company. 


After an entirely too long uncomfortable silence, Kyle 
grasped at the first response he could think of and said, 
"What is this - - a date?" 


James stared at Kyle with a blank expression. After a 
moment, he sighed. "Kyle, | really can't understand what's 
going on in your head, but right now | just need you to work 
with me here. | wouldn't be doing this if | didn't have a good 
reason." 


“Then what's the reason?" Kyle asked, turning to look out a 
window beside them. "I don't even know you, so I don't get 
why you're bothering me." 


James folded his arms. "No, we don't know each other - - I'll 
agree to that. But we both know Dora. And that's what this is 


concerning." 


Kyle turned to look back at James. He had an idea that James 
wanted to talk about her. But Kyle really didn't want to 
discuss Dora with James. "And what about her?" he asked. 
He allowed his own thoughts to run wild with possible 
answers to his question. The first thought Kyle had was that 
James probably wanted to get back with her, and wanted 
Kyle's advice. Shortly after, he knew that was a dumb 
thought. James probably knew a lot more about Dora than 
Kyle did. He had no reason to come to Kyle for advice about 
her. 


"Let's wait until we get our food first," James said after a 
short pause. 


That frustrated Kyle somewhat. "I don't want to owe you 
anything," he said to James. "I'll pay for my own dinner." 


James sighed and rubbed under his eyes with his thumb and 
index finger. "Fine, okay. If you want to be that way, then 
consider it payback for you taking Dora to the sanctum 
when she passed out. Can we at least agree on that? You 
won't owe me a thing." 


Kyle paused and considered that. He supposed that made 
some sense, and he really didn't want to spend Imore/| 
money. His savings were still well short of the amount he 
needed to have his own house built. The Venus adept 
started to relent that he should just accept the offer and get 
it over with. As fun as it was seeing James deal with him 
being difficult, it wasn't going to make him happy in the 
end, and cooperating it would probably speed up the 
conversation so he could get it over with. 


Kyle sighed audibly. "Fine then," he muttered, leaning back 
in his chair and staring back out the window. 


The two sat in awkward silence until Mrs. Payson, the 
Innkeeper's wife and cook of the inn, came out and greeted 
them cheerfully. The older woman took their drink orders - - 
water for Kyle and a sweet juice for James - - and then she 
listed off the few items that she had prepared for the 
evening for dinner. It all sounded good to Kyle, but in his 
rush to get the meeting over with, he put very little thought 
in his selection. James asked a few questions about the soup 
she had prepared, and decided on that. Once she had their 
orders down, Mrs. Payson left the two to continue their 
awkward silence. 


After their food had been brought to them, Kyle's mood 
lightened up a bit. Following the bad meat and the elixir 
incident, and two occasions of throwing up, he hadn't quite 
been in the mood for any type of meal. But now that a 
steaming bowl of stew was in front of him, and with his 
stomach feeling better than it was earlier, he started to dig 
in. The stew that Mrs. Payson made was mouthwatering, and 
Kyle finished every last bit of it before James had even gone 
through half of his own meal. 


It was amazing what a full stomach could do, Kyle pondered. 
The food seemed to have lifted his spirits some, and he 
found himself more willing than ever to hear what James had 
to say. He pushed his bowl away and leaned back, hands 
resting on his stomach, feeling very satisfied. Gone was the 
nausea from the bad meat and elixir. 


"Okay, so what is it?" Kyle asked, breaking the nearly fifteen 
minutes of silence that had been going on between them. 


James, who had ordered the soup that Mrs. Payson was 
famous throughout Vale for, swirled the liquid around in his 
bowl, staring at it. Every so often he would stop the spoon 
and start to slowly swirl the soup in the opposite direction. 


"Hello?" Kyle asked after a moment had passed with no 
visible response to his question. 


Shaking his head, James replied, "Sorry, I'm just trying to 
figure out how to begin. l'm still trying to sort the details out 
myself." 


Kyle crossed his arms. "I don't have all night," he said 
quietly. Truthfully, he had nowhere in particular to be, but he 
wasn't about to let James take up his entire evening. 


James stopped swirling his soup around and took a swig of 
his drink. "Okay, okay," he said, wiping his mouth. He let out 
a long sigh, then began, saying, "I'm worried about Dora." 


Scoffing, Kyle said, "Me too. Is that all?" 


"No, of course not. And I'm worried for other reasons, too," 
James said defensively. 


Kyle quieted down and allowed James to continue. What 
other reasons were there? 


Sighing, James ran his fingers through his hair, something 
he had done several times since sitting down. "I've done 
something | shouldn't have, and now I'm worried that Dora is 
going to try something dangerous as a result of it." 


That finally got Kyle's full attention on the matter at hand. 
"What do you mean?" 


James reached into one of his pockets and pulled out a piece 
of paper. He passed it across the table to Kyle and said, "I 
think this will be a good place to start. Please read that." 


Kyle took the paper and looked at it. Immediately he 
recognized the handwriting of Dora. He would have been a 


little more concerned about her writing to James, except that 
the contents of the note seemed to be nothing more than a 
simple list. 


"| don't get it. What's this?" Kyle asked, looking up at James. 


"Book titles," James answered. "Well, some of them... The 
others are types of books. Dora wrote this list down and gave 
it to me." 


"Why?" 


James gave a heavy sigh. "I felt awful for leaving Dora... And 
then this whole business with Isaac. | felt like | owed her, you 
know?" 


"Owed her what?" 


Clearing his throat, James took the paper back from Kyle and 
lowered his voice. "Can you keep this between us?" 


That surprised Kyle. What was James willing to tell him that 
he didn't want anybody else knowing? His curiosity got the 
better of him and he nodded, allowing James to continue. 


After checking to make sure nobody was within earshot, 
James leaned forward and said, "This is a list of books she 
wanted me to, er...borrow... from the Sages' library." 


Kyle still couldn't see what was so bad about the situation 
yet, except for the fact that Dora was seeking James out for 
favors. Though, he had to admit, he couldn't exactly get the 
books from the Sages. They were known to be off-limits, 
which explained why Dora had asked James to get them. 
Since the Mars adept was training to be a Sage, he was able 
to handle the books freely. 


“But why would she want some old books?" Kyle asked, 
referring to the fact that most of the books the Sages kept 
were older than anybody in the village. Some of them were 
relics left over from the wars and were known to be more 
valuable than all the gold in the village. 


"The only answer she would give me is that she wants to 
find a way to Save Isaac," James said. "I pressed for more, 
but she wouldn't give an inch... | guess she didn't trust me 
after what happened. | can't say | blame her for that." 


Kyle was secretly grateful for her distrust in James. At least 
he wasn't the only one Dora had refused to tell something 
to. 


"So why is this something dangerous? The Sages would 
probably just scold her if they found out, right?" 


James shook his head. "For one, | could lose my chance at 
being a full-fledged Sage. I've just started my training. So 
I'm in deep trouble if this is discovered..." 


"But you're not Dora. You said it's dangerous for her." 


Exhaling heavily, James leaned in and whispered, "I think 
Dora might try to leave the village." 


Thanks in part to his standoffish mood, the words didn't 
register to Kyle right away. It took him a few seconds to 
really place what they meant in his head. When he finally 
understood just what James said and that he wasn't 
misunderstanding it, his blood ran cold. "What?!" he 
exclaimed, his eyes bulging. 


James shushed him even though nobody else was in the 
room at the moment. "Don't cause a scene! Nobody else 
should know about this. | hesitated even telling you." 


"Why do you think she'd leave the village?" Kyle asked, his 
voice much quieter than before but still louder than he 
intended. Panic had begun to set in. 


James indicated the list again. "None of those books have 
anything to do with Vale. Everything I took for her was about 
some other part of Weyard. That's why I'm worried about 
her; | think that if she finds what she's looking for in one of 
those books, she might set out to get it." 


As the information settled in more and more, Kyle could see 
why James was worried, and he suddenly felt bad for giving 
him such a hard time in the first place. Leaving the village 
was heavily frowned on unless given special permission from 
the Mayor. And Mr. Jerra, the Mayor, wasn't exactly the type 
to give permission easily. In the last year alone he had only 
given permission to a one trader to set up a relations with 
the new village of Vault, and once the trader returned, 
nobody had left since. All trade was from other villages 
coming to Vale, and it was handled at the gates. Village law 
stated that anybody leaving without permission was subject 
to whatever discipline was deemed necessary to protect the 
secrets of Vale and Mt. Aleph. The popular rumor that Kyle 
heard growing up was that anybody leaving the village 
would be sentenced to death. 


Kyle knew there was no way the Mayor or the Sages - - the 
Great Healer included - - would allow Dora to leave. All 
adepts were to remain in Vale, as it had always been for 
decades. A sick old man would not count as a special 
circumstance, no matter what the odds were of a cure being 
found. 


"She wouldn't..." Kyle murmured. "At least...| don't think so. 
Would she?" 


James shrugged slowly. "You know her well enough | think. 
Would she let something like rules or tradition stop her from 
saving Isaac?" 


Kyle knew James was right to be worried. In the absence of a 
real father, Isaac was Dora's father figure. Him falling ill was 
clearly causing her more harm and distress than when James 
broke up with her. Even Kyle could pick up on that. 


"But what if she doesn't find a cure?" he asked. 


James shrugged again. "Then | suppose she doesn't leave 
the village. But what if she does?" 


It was a difficult thing to imagine. Kyle had never heard of 
anybody sneaking in or out of Vale's borders before, no 
matter how urgent the matter. He couldn't quite grasp the 
idea of it. 


"Now, the reason I'm telling you this is because Dora likely 
trusts you more than she does me," James explained. "I think 
that you have her best interests at heart from what I've 
seen. Maybe you can find out what her plans are, since she 
won't tell me. If she's planning on leaving the village, you 
can possibly even convince her not to." 


Kyle's face fell as he realized that there was no way he could 
be what James was asking him to be. "But, when | asked her 
why she was at your place, she wouldn't tell me..." 


James paused, and then relaxed a bit in his chair. "I see. She 
was getting the books from me that night." 


"And if she wasn't willing to tell me that, | don't think she'd 
let me know about anything else she has planned, " Kyle 
said solemnly. 


James nodded in agreement. "So then here we are. Instead 
of one person who can't do anything, we're now two." 


Kyle got an idea. He stood up and said, "Well, why don't we 
tell Kinny? If anybody could stop her, it'd be her own mom." 


"That's a bad idea," James said, stopping Kyle in his tracks. 
"Dora wouldn't forgive you." 


Throwing his hands up, Kyle said, "Then you tell Kinny. It's 
your information in the first place. Dora is already mad at 
you." 


James rose to his feet and took a few slow steps to Kyle. "All 
of that is beside the point, Kyle. You need to think. Can you 
really say without a doubt that Dora wouldn't go even if her 
own mother stopped her? Even if the Sages themselves 
intervened, do you think that would stop her if she had even 
a small chance at curing Isaac?" 


"So what makes you think / could stop her?" Kyle asked, 
raising his voice again. "I mean, if nobody else could, why 
could |?" 


James stared at Kyle with calculating eyes, seemingly 
deciding carefully what to say next. When he spoke, it was 
low and calm, saying, "You were the safest bet. Kinny has a 
lot on her mind as it is... She would possibly even get mad at 
Dora, which would make Dora want to go even more - - 
proving herself capable is like second nature, after all. | 
could have also told the Sages or the Mayor or the Great 
Healer, but from Dora's perspective they're far too wrapped 
up in tradition. To them, if a sick person isn't cured by our 
psynergy abilities or our medicines, they will surely die. 
That's what they believe. But Dora? She's fascinated by 
everything in the world and isn't against using the new or 


unfamiliar to achieve things. She wouldn't let them stop 
her." 


"Again - - why me?" 


James sighed heavily, then broke eye contact with Kyle. "You 
were her distraction, Kyle. That's why." 


Kyle raised an eyebrow. "What?" 


"You took her mind off of things - - off of me. It may not have 
seemed like | cared about her in the end after leaving her, 
but | followed up in any way | could to see how she was 
doing. | had heard that you were keeping her distracted from 
the breakup. | thought that you could possibly do it again 
when it came to Isaac. The fact that she's so dedicated to 
Saving Isaac is making her put all her focus on it. And if 
there's one thing | know about Dora, it's that she can 
accomplish what she puts her mind to. She will find a cure in 
one of those books. If not one of those books, then 
somewhere." 


"Distraction..." Kyle murmured. "So | was supposed to just 
make her forget about Isaac? That's dumb. Who told you | 
was her distraction, anyway?" 


"George and Isaac both told me on separate occasions when 
| asked about her. And | didn't mean that you would make 
her forget... Rather, you would have been the one who would 
help her be okay with it. That's how they put it - - that you 
were helping her be okay with the breakup. She isn't coping 
well with the idea of losing Isaac. But having somebody else 
to focus her thoughts on... well..." 


Kyle waved James off and turned away from him. "It's not 
like that with us." He was feeling confused. Why would 
George and Isaac tell James that he was her distraction? 


When had they seen anything like that? Or maybe it wasn't 
something that they had seen, but instead had heard? Did 
Dora tell them that Kyle was distracting her? 


"No?" James asked, interrupting Kyle's thoughts. "That's a 
shame, then. | certainly couldn't do it... Not with wanting to 
be a sage. And don't get me wrong, | care deeply about Dora 


Kyle interrupted with a scoff. "Sure you do." It was more 
reflexive than intentional, but he stood by it. 


"| do. | don't expect you to understand. And that's fine. But 
what's important now is figuring out what to do about Dora. 
It appears that my original plan won't work if you two aren't 
as close as | had assumed you were getting." 


As much as he didn't want them to, those words stung Kyle. 
He was still convinced that he had a big crush on Dora. After 
all, if he didn't like her, then her distancing herself from him 
wouldn't be hurting as much as it did. Instead, he felt like he 
was missing something important in life when she wasn't 
around, and his chest ached often when thinking of the 
sudden and unexplained separation. It bothered him that it 
took distance from her to figure out his feelings for certain, 
but he wasn't sure what to do to remedy that. 


"So do you have any ideas?" James asked, again breaking 
Kyle's thought process. 


Kyle had none that made any bit of sense. Tell Dora not to 
leave? Tell her that Isaac passing on was a natural part of 
life? Neither of those would work. Acceptance wasn't 
something that could be forced on anybody, especially 
someone like Dora. 


James watched Kyle stand silently for a moment before 
speaking up again. "I guess we'll just have to both think 
about it," he said slowly. "Would you be willing to meet up 
with me again tomorrow after work? Maybe we'll have 
thought of something by then." 


Though Kyle was feeling better now that he knew Dora 
wasn't seeking James for any romantic reasons, he was still 
distraught at the idea of her leaving the village. So while he 
still wasn't particularly keen of James, he reluctantly agreed 
to meet with him again. 


James smiled politely. "| hope we can come up with 
something that keeps everybody happy. | feel as though we 
need to act quickly, so regardless of what ideas we have 
tomorrow, we'll need to confront her. There were a lot of 
books, so it will take her some time to get through them, but 
| don't want to risk waiting any later than tomorrow evening. 
Does that sound okay? 


Kyle nodded. "Yeah, okay." 


James reached a gloved hand out to Kyle and said, "Thanks 
for meeting with me. | appreciate it." 


Staring at the large hand extended toward him, Kyle 
awkwardly reached up and shook it. It felt strange, but at 
least James wasn't being cocky, which is what Kyle had 
nearly expected of him. If he had to deal with James more in 
the future, it would be much easier knowing that the Mars 
adept at least tried to be pleasant. 


"I'll see you tomorrow," James said. He took out some gold 
and placed it on the table to pay for their food and then left 
the inn. Kyle noted that he never finished his soup. 


With a sigh, the Venus adept had to admit that James 
seemed upset enough. For Dora's sake, Kyle would put up 
with James as long as it took to help her be okay. He wasn't 
the best ally to have in that sort of issue, but then, neither 
was Kyle. Both seemed to be mostly useless, but maybe if 
they worked together they could come up with something. 


The entire conversation weighed heavily on the young 
man's thoughts as he walked slowly home and spent his 
evening having idle conversation with his parents, giving 
them responses that satisfied them but allowed him to 
remain deep in thought. How was he supposed to stop the 
most strong-willed person he knew from doing something 
that was important to her? 


!-W- -H- -I- -T- -E-! 
1-B- -U- -N- -N- -Y-! 


Later that night, a peaceful calm rolled over Vale as the 
adepts all slipped into a deep slumber for the night. The sky 
was thick with clouds, hiding the moon from view and 
casting a black shade over the village, cut through only by a 
few torches lit in the plaza that flickered as if trying to 
stretch their light as far as possible in the darkness. 


Two nighttime guards sat near the entrance to Vale at one 
end of the plaza. The heavy wooden gate was closed and 
bolted, preventing anybody from leaving or entering 
through it. The guards chatted idly, running out the time left 
of their shifts before they could allow another set of adepts 
to take over and return to their beds. From their perspective, 
it seemed as if they were the only two Valeans awake that 
late at night. 


They were wrong in thinking that. In the northwestern-most 
point of the village sat Kinny and Dora's cottage, with a 


single lantern's glow shining faintly through a window. Just 
beyond the lantern, Dora was moving about, possibly more 
awake and alert than she had been in a long time. 


It had been dark for several hours, and with the moon 
blotted out by the slow moving clouds above, she knew it 
was time. Her mother was still soending her nights at Isaac's 
house, and with the exception of the overnight guards 
posted near the gate at Vale's entrance, she knew all other 
Valeans would be asleep. She would find no better window 
of opportunity to leave Vale. 


The first thing Dora did was write a note for her mother to 
find. After all, the young adept didn't want to just disappear 
without a word. She knew what she was doing was frowned 
upon, but she didn't want Kinny to worry more than 
necessary. The note explained what she was doing, but not 
where she was going. She knew that if she listed her 
destination, she would be caught before even getting 
halfway there and returned to Vale to face punishment. 
Whatever the punishment was determined to be, it was only 
worth it if she could retrieve what she was setting out for. So 
the note was quick and to the point. She stressed that she 
would return as quickly as she could, signed it, and placed it 
on the kitchen table where it could easily be seen. 


Dora grabbed the lantern from the table and carried it to her 
bedroom. Her room was small, but it provided enough space 
to comfortably sleep in. Placing the lantern on a bedside 
table, she pulled a knapsack out from under her bed and 
began to pack anything she felt she would need for her 
journey. The size of the knapsack limited what she could 
carry, and so it was bulging by the time she finished. Even 
with all she had packed, she still felt like she wasn't taking 
everything she needed, but she knew she would have to just 
make do with the essentials. Several sets of clothes, some 


food and water that she had stored in her room specifically 
for her to take with her, extra candles and flint and steel for 
her lantern, and her wages from working at the shop were 
about all she could take with her. 


There was still one important thing that she needed to bring. 
She grabbed a heavy, faded blue book that was sitting on 
her bed. To save space she took a few minutes to copy some 
pages out of the book by hand. When she was satisfied she 
had all the information she needed, she folded them up and 
stuck them in her pocket. Those pages were the key to 
saving Isaac. The young lady carefully closed the old book 
and stacked it on top of a pile of other books that sat next to 
her bed. She felt bad leaving them there rather than 
returning them to James so he wouldn't get in trouble, but 
she didn't have time to waste anymore. It was now or never, 
and she wasn't going to miss her chance. 


Dora's final action before leaving her house was to study an 
old map of Vale. It had detailed drawings of the older 
structures and pathways throughout Vale, but for Dora it 
served a different purpose. Vale was surrounded on all sides 
by thick forests and mountains. Directly to the north of Vale 
sat the towering Mt. Aleph, which was impassable as far as 
Dora knew. To the east and west were forests that stretched 
far and wide until they ended at more mountains. And to the 
south was the only road out of Vale, which was guarded 
closely. Unkempt forests and fences served to wall off the 
rest of the south. 


Vale's natural barriers were strong and thorough. Seeing it 
all in one overhead picture made Dora wonder if the adepts 
of old reshaped the lands in such a way. It was almost 
perfect. Nobody could get in or out of Vale without coming in 
through the south. 


Almost perfect, she noted again. When she had first studied 
the map after getting it from James, she spotted an 
inconsistency in the eastern mountainside. It looked very 
much like a cave. It could have been an error, like she 
originally thought, but studying the far end of the eastern 
mountains she noticed a similar marking, right at the border 
of the map, where Vale ended and the rest of Weyard began. 
If she was reading the map correctly, it looked as if the two 
caves were connected. 


It was an exit point. A backdoor out of Vale. 


She wasn't leaving anything to chance, though. The 
previous night, while everyone was busy with the festival, 
she hiked through the forest in the east to see if she could 
find the cave. If it existed, she felt save assuming it would 
lead her to the other cave and out of Vale. After about an 
hour of searching hard with her lantern in the darkness, she 
discovered the cave. It was right where the map showed it to 
be. In that moment, she didn't doubt the accuracy of the old 
map any longer, and she planned the rest of her quest. 


She already knew her destination, and she had a good idea 
of how to get there. In her mind, leaving Vale was the most 
challenging thing to overcome, and since she had stumbled 
on a way out, the rest was just building up the nerve to 
actually follow through with it. That didn't take much more 
than thinking about the alternative - - that she could lose 
Isaac forever. With her mind made up, she was ready. 


Dora folded the map and placed it on top of the books. 
Satisfied that she had everything she needed, she turned 
and left her room, taking the lantern and knapsack with her. 


Finally ready to leave, Dora moved to the front door and 
gripped the handle. She paused for a moment as she 


reflected on the journey ahead of her. All she knew was her 
destination and the route there. She had no idea what she 
would encounter on the way, or even if her trip would prove 
fruitful. But she had to try. It wasn't even a choice to her. It 
was something she had to do. 


The young redhead's expression grew determined, and with 
a slow creak she opened the front door and stepped outside. 
The night was pitch black, providing the perfect cover for 
Dora. It was quiet except for a few crickets chirping and the 
waterfall crashing in the distance. Dora gripped the straps of 
her knapsack and started on her way to the forest. 


After walking for a few minutes she came to the edge of the 
bridge next to the waterfall. From there on out she would 
have to travel with no light, so she snuffed out the candle in 
her lantern before crossing the bridge. The houses on the 
other side were all quiet and dark, so she felt safe passing 
by them. One of the houses belonged to her grandfather. As 
she moved beyond it, she silently told Isaac to hang in there 
until she got back, and that she would hurry as quickly as 
she could. 


The last house Dora passed before coming across the forest 
was Kyle's. She felt a pang of guilt as she thought of him. In 
her resolve to focus on curing Isaac she shed herself of all 
distractions, including Kyle. It wasn't fair to him, and she 
genuinely felt bad about it. But she needed to do it. She 
couldn't have anything holding her back, and Kyle more 
than anybody would be her reason to stay. 


Dora slowed her pace a bit as she ran that thought over in 
her head for the hundredth time. She really wasn't sure why 
she had come to that conclusion several days prior, but she 
somehow knew that Kyle was a strong grounding point for 
her in the village. Their friendship, though rocky at first, had 


blossomed into a strong connection where they were able to 
come to rely on each other. She even found herself feeling 
lonely without him. He had become very in-tune with her, 
and she had a feeling that if she spent any time around him, 
he would figure out what was going on and try to stop her. 
She didn't want to have to go through that, because deep 
down she knew that he might succeed. 


Coming to the border of the forest, Dora looked back at 
Kyle's house. Just like with her grandfather, she silently 
spoke to him, Knowing he could never hear her. 


"I'll come back, Kyle. We can pick up where we left off... Just 
wait for me," she whispered before turning to stare at the 
dark forest again. 


No trails were cut through to where she was going. It was 
going to be rough. But if Dora ever hoped to reach her 
destination, she couldn't let anything stop her, no matter 
how hard things became. She lit her lantern again and, after 
glancing at Kyle's house one last time, she walked toward 
the trees and disappeared between them. Her journey had 
begun. 


End: Chapter Six 


